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Abstract 
AFRICAN AMERICAN MEN SPEAK: UNHEARD PERSPECTIVES OF THE SELF-
PACED IN CLASS EDUCATION (SPICE) PROGRAM & REENTRY IN THE 21
ST
 
CENTURY  
 
Pia LaShea Scott, Ed.D.  
Drexel University, August 2016  
Chairperson(s): W. Edward Bureau, Joyce Pittman, Ahmad R. Washington 
This qualitative phenomenological study explored the experiences of formerly incarcerated 
African American men participating in the Self-Paced In Class Education (SPICE) program to 
understand the perceived barriers to reentry and how the program supported their transition 
back into society. By using Bronfenbrenner‘s ecological framework and qualitative 
phenomenology (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Moustakas, 1994), the study assessed the dynamics of 
prisoner reentry from the perspective of nine formerly incarcerated African American men to 
explore their experiences from childhood to adulthood. Data was collected through interviews 
to address the following research questions: (a) What barriers to societal reentry do formerly 
incarcerated African American males perceive when they exit prison?, (b) How do the 
participants in the Self-Paced In Class Education program describe utilizing the contents of the 
program outside of prison?, and (c) How do the participants in the Self-Paced In Class 
Education program describe their engagement with allied agencies that support their transition 
to life beyond prison walls? The findings suggest that African American men perceived barrier 
difficulties in the reentry and transition process to include lack of housing, education, 
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employment, and assistance from allied agencies. Understanding the essence of the African 
American male‘s experiences with the reentry process will contribute to the field of criminal 
justice reform and support the needs of African American men returning home from prison.  
Keywords: reentry, recidivism, rehabilitation, correctional education 
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Chapter 1 
Introduction to the Research 
―We are going to emancipate ourselves from mental slavery, for though others may free 
            the body, none but ourselves can free the mind.‖ 
        –Marcus Mosiah Garvey 
According to Redcross et al. (2010), in 2010, there were over 2 million offenders in U.S. 
prisons and jails. It is this growth of the American prison population that is considered mass 
incarceration, which is the ―lock ‗em up/tough on crime‖ policies and changes in the criminal 
justice system, that send thousands of people to prison every day (Kennedy & Chance, 2011). 
With regard to race, there is a significant difference in the incarceration rate of African American 
men. According to the United States Bureau Justice Statistics (2014), between 2005 and 2006, 
the number of inmates in state and federal prisons increased to over one and a half million 
(Carson, 2014).  
African American males are three more times likely to be incarcerated than non-African 
American males (U.S. Department of Justice, 2013); similarly, Guerino, Harrison, and Sabol 
(2011) stated the rate of prison incarceration for White men was 1 in 218 while it was 1 in 32 for 
Black men. Incarceration is heavily concentrated among racial and ethnic minorities aged twenty 
to thirty. Among men the highest rate of incarceration is of black males aged twenty to thirty-
four (Kennedy & Chance, 2011). In theory, prison is to punish ―bad‖ behaviors and ensure that 
the offender understands the effect their crime has on society; however, there are various 
explanations to describe why the incarceration rate is so high, particularly for African American 
men. 
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The likelihood of these individuals returning to criminal activity is high: within three 
years of release, 68% of people released from state and federal prison are rearrested, and over 
half return to prison (Langan & Levin, 2002). A study conducted by the Pew Center on the States 
(2011) found that four in 10 offenders return to prison within three years. Identifying effective 
strategies for reintegrating the thousands of men and women who return home from prison and 
jail each year is critical not only for them, but also for the health and stability of their families 
and the safety and wellbeing of their communities (Brazzell, Crayton, Mukamal, Solomon, & 
Lindahl, 2009). Reentry education programs dedicated to addressing the socio-educational 
struggles, in addition to the vocational or job skills training, of formerly incarcerated African 
American men attempting to re-adjust in their respective communities, could result in a decrease 
of recidivism. 
Even though most of the women and men in prison have passed high school or have an 
equivalent diploma, only about 13% of U.S. prisoners have post-secondary schooling, compared 
with 48% of the overall population (Harlow, 2003). According to Ubah (2004), almost all the 
correctional education programs across the nation were adversely affected by Pell Grant cuts, 
with many prison systems eliminating education programs altogether. Some states recognized the 
purpose of these programs to prepare individuals for reentry before release to decrease 
recidivism. Recently, under the Obama Administration, the Department of Education announced 
the Second Chance Pell Pilot Program to address recidivism and combat the impact of mass 
incarceration on communities (U.S. Department of Education, 2015). The Second Chance 
Recovery Act of 2008 was one implementation by the government to restore reentry programs 
that support prisoner rehabilitation through faith-based and community organizations that 
provide education, housing, medical care, and substance abuse treatment. The theoretical 
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rationale behind prisoner education is to increase education to decrease recidivism (Brown, 
2015). 
These statistics illustrate the disparities in incarceration that affect African American 
lives, in particular, the lives of African American males. In her book, The New Jim Crow: Mass 
Incarceration in the Age of Color Blindness, Alexander (2010) discusses how the ―war on drugs‖ 
contributed to the mass incarceration of African American men. During the ―war on drugs,‖ 
youth of color were portrayed as perpetrators of crime and lawbreakers. Communities of color, 
immigrants, the unemployed, the undereducated, and the homeless received heavy police 
surveillance, making them principal targets of law enforcement in the ―war on drugs‖ 
(Conservative Agendas and Campaigns, n.d.). African American men are criminalized again 
once they return to their communities even after serving their time, making the transition process 
difficult.  
Introduction to the Problem 
African Americans make up 13% of the general U.S. population, yet they constitute 28% 
of all arrests, 40% of all inmates held in prisons and jails, and 42% of the population on death 
row (Hartney & Vuong, 2009). In 2006, thirty-five percent of state and federal male prisoners 
were African American even though African Americans constituted only 12.4% of the United 
States‘ population (Darensbourg, Perez, & Blake, 2010).  Formerly incarcerated individuals will 
eventually be released without adequate resources to prepare them for reentry. Hughes and 
Wilson (n.d.), as cited in United States Department of Education, 2009, suggest the lack of 
education credentials and workforce skills among inmates is a noteworthy factor to consider 
because 95% of the more than 2.3 million inmates incarcerated in the United States will 
eventually be released (p. 5). Reentry programs for African American men offer opportunities 
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for offenders to obtain correctional education with the hopes that it will better prepare 
individuals for transition back into their communities and reduce their chances of returning to 
prison. 
Statement of the Problem to be Researched 
There is a need to understand the experiences of formerly incarcerated African American 
men participating in the Self-Paced In Class Education (SPICE) program to understand the 
perceived barriers to reentry and how the program has supported their transition back into 
society.  
  Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
The purpose of this phenomenological study is to understand the experiences of formerly 
incarcerated African American men who are participating in the SPICE Program. Specifically, 
this dissertation seeks to understand perceived barriers to reentry and how the program supports 
their reentry into society. Since 2007, the Department of Corrections has implemented the SPICE 
program; it has provided educational service opportunities to incarcerated offenders in the form 
of: vocational training, social/life skills training, spiritual awareness, and career readiness 
training. SPICE‘s current mission is ―to provide a means for eligible inmates to learn, work, and 
contribute back to their communities upon release‖ (South Carolina Department of Corrections, 
2016). In other words, SPICE was established to address the problem of offender recidivism in 
the state of South Carolina by helping ex-offenders obtain the necessary skills to reintegrate into 
society prior to their release to reduce the likelihood of their returning to prison.  
The significance of the problem is to provide a space where African American men can 
discuss about lived experiences and inform the criminal justice system about reentry through the 
individual‘s perspective of reintegration. This information will provide SPICE and other 
correctional education programs with an individual assessment from the offender‘s perspective. 
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In addition, this study will contribute to current research on reentry programs. Rehabilitation 
through correctional education has been determined to be a solution to reduce the risk of 
recidivism and the likelihood of individuals returning to prison (Seiter & Kadela, 2003). 
Research suggests there are several causes of recidivism including a lack of housing, under 
education, and unemployment. For example, most formerly incarcerated persons experience 
difficulties finding jobs, housing, and services for substance abuse or mental health problems 
that cause a relapse in criminal behaviors. Recidivism refers to a person's relapse into criminal 
behavior, often after receiving sanctions or undergoing intervention for a previous crime (Beck 
& Shipley, 1989). For African American men these are just some factors that contribute to 
recidivism after three years of release.  
Three years after release, the recidivism rate for African American men in South Carolina 
is estimated at 27.5% (Council of State Government Justice, 2014). Without preparing 
individuals for the return home, it can make it difficult for formerly incarcerated individuals to 
transition back into the community without committing another offense or violating probation, 
because of the lack of skills to enter into the workforce. Visher, Knight, Chalfin, and Roman 
(2009) suggest that because ex-offenders have limited or no skills necessary to transition 
productively and find gainful employment, many return to unlawful behaviors. According to the 
Bureau of Justice Statistics (2014) for males ages 25 to 39, black males were imprisoned at rates 
at least 2.5 times greater than Hispanic males and 6 times greater than white males. In 2013, 
African American males constituted 66% of the incarcerated population. The total population of 
inmates including all men was 20,086 (South Carolina Department of Corrections, 2015). 
Unfortunately, for African American men, some will return to communities where there 
is high poverty and areas where crime is often prevalent. African American men have 
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experienced bias, racism, and inequality through a variety of institutions including education, 
entertainment, and the law. ―Blacks in America have had and continue to have unique lived 
experiences that are not shared by whites or by other minorities‖ (Unnever & Gabbidon, 2011, p. 
4). The lack of opportunity for quality education and schooling is not coincidental, and relates 
directly to the interplay of socioeconomic forces that have thwarted Black Americans‘ efforts to 
escape poverty and its social ramifications (Howard, 2013; Ladson-Billings, 2013). 
Academically, the use of the Bronfenbrenner‘s (1977) ecological framework may 
encourage other researchers to utilize these concepts and apply these to the issues of criminal 
justice reform. These concepts are well aligned with phenomenology‘s objective of ―reveal[ing] 
more fully the essences and meanings of human experience‖ because these concepts support 
―engag[ing] the total self of the research participant‖ (Moustaka, 1994, p. 105). The use of 
Bronfenbrenner‘s (1977) theoretical framework shows the uniqueness of human development 
within the context of ecology.  
Research Questions 
The following are the research questions posed for this study:  
1. What barriers to societal reentry do formerly incarcerated African American males 
perceive when they exit prison?  
2. How do the participants in the Self-Paced In Class Education program describe utilizing 
the contents of the program outside of prison? 
3. How do the participants in the Self-Paced In Class Education program describe their 
engagement with allied agencies that support their transition to life beyond prison walls?  
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Conceptual Framework 
Researcher’s Stances and Experiential Base 
The researcher‘s stance for this phenomenological study is pragmatism. The pragmatism 
stance starts with three men in particular: William James, John Dewey, and Charles Pierce.  
Pragmatism was first introduced in 1907 when William James attempted to balance existence of 
a natural and physical world. Pragmatists value an existent natural and physical world, which 
includes language, culture, and the social and physiological thought. Early pragmatists 
emphasize the personal experience as a philosophical method of analysis. Like James, Dewey 
emphasized that communication yields an understanding of the past, present, and future social 
aspirations (Kloppenburg, 2011).  
Dewey struggled with this word ―experience‖ and contemplated using ―culture‖ to 
explain the philosophy of pragmatism; however, Dewey stated that ―We need a cautionary and 
directive word, like experience, to remind us that the world which is lived, suffered, and enjoyed 
as well as logically thought of, has the last word in all human inquiries and surmises 
(Kloppenburg, 2011).  The researcher believes that research and inquiry about individual 
experiences of African American males in reentry programs has the ability to capture the 
perspective from the personal experience and address the past, present, and future issues of the 
African American male experience. Following Dewey‘s lead, transforming situations and fixing 
problems through the application of knowledge can improve the lives of formerly incarcerated 
individuals and promote individual happiness.  
Historically, classical pragmatism addressed the experience of white supremacy and 
ignored the experience(s) of race or racism. American pragmatists emerged out of the context of 
democracy and slavery.  Dewey declared, ―The problem of restoring integration and co-operation 
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between man‘s beliefs about the world in which he lives and his beliefs about values and 
purposes that should direct his conduct, is the deepest problem of any philosophy that is not 
isolated from life‖ (Glaude, 2007). Some pragmatists eventually included the experiences of 
African Americans in their philosophical writings to reflect upon their experiences with racism 
in America. If American pragmatism is to be understood, in part, as a specific historical and 
cultural product of American civilization, and as a particular set of social practices that 
articulate certain American desires, values, and responses, then it must address explicitly the 
tragedy of race in America (Glaude, 2007, p. 3). The pragmatist searches for the understanding 
of the individual‘s experience and perspective in social situations. In this study, the researcher 
will explore the experiences of individuals in the SPICE program.  
Theoretical Framework 
Bronfenbrenner‘s (1977) ecological model serves as the theoretical framework for this 
study. Through the lens of this Ecological Model, the following three conceptual streams will be 
explored: African American men‘s historical experiences with the criminal justice system, the 
socio-educational experiences of African American male‘s development, and the contexts of 
correctional education as a means for reintegration. In general, these three substreams reflect the 
systems (e.g., micro, macro, and mesosystems) African American males must normally navigate.  
Moreover, these substreams are relevant to how African American males experience societal 
reentry after exiting correctional facilities.  
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Figure 1. Conceptual Framework 
 
Figure 1. According to Bronfenbrenner (1977), the ecology of human development is the 
scientific study of the progressive, mutual accommodation throughout the life span, 
between a growing human organism and the changing immediate environments in which 
it lives, as this process is affected by relations obtaining within and between these 
immediate settings, as well as the larger social contexts, both formal and informal, in 
which the settings are embedded (p. 514). 
This framework is a complex system consisting of interfacing and multilayered systems that 
occur in one‘s environment. The layers influence an individual‘s development, and at each 
system, there are influences that shape choices, values, and beliefs.  
Kendall (2014) suggests that racism shapes the social conditions, the psyche, and the 
actions of African American men and women. The defined role of men as the ―breadwinners‖ 
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defined by society‘s dominant gender standards doesn‘t yield an even playing field, especially 
for African American men. African American men were seen as the main source of income for 
black families. Black families did not differ significantly from mainstream families until 1970, 
when the majority of households still had two parents (McAdoo & McAdoo, 1997).  Their role is 
defined as the breadwinner in the U.S., a patriarchal society, and that manhood is defined by 
employment, income level, economic independence, and the ability to provide for one‘s family 
(Kendall, 2014). Over the years that dynamic has changed due to internal and external factors. 
According to McAdoo and McAdoo (1997), economic isolation, enslavement, the carryover of 
African family forms that differ from Western forms, and racism continue to portray African 
Americans in a negative way.  
African American men‘s social relationships, educational relationships, and experiences 
influence their realities. State disparities in black/white rates of imprisonment are related to 
economic, social, and political conditions, and not just crime (Crutchfield, Fernandes, & 
Martinez, 2010). The ecological systems theory shows how these systems impact African 
American male‘s developmental experiences. Bronfenbrenner referred to ecological process as 
that which could explain the connection between some aspect of the context (e.g., culture or 
social class) or some aspect of the individual (e.g., gender) and an outcome of interest 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1988; Bronfenbrenner & Crouter, 1983). It is important to explore how the 
ecological model simultaneously influences and impacts the experiences of African American 
men.  
With the changes in policies and the continued emergence of a more racially and 
ethnically diverse America, criminology and criminal justice emerged to keep up with the 
growing populations of not only African Americans but also other minorities. According to 
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Mauer and Hauling (1995), arrest policies beginning in the 1980s have disproportionately 
affected African Americans and other minorities; however, The House We Live In documentary 
shows that recreational drug use goes back to the early 1900s where Whites were not penalized 
for their consumption, but individuals not considered white came under scrutiny for the same 
use. After the 1960s, drugs became a new aspect of daily living for individuals, especially those 
in African American communities. After the passing of the get tough on drugs movement, 
African American encounters with law enforcement escalated. The criminality of crack cocaine 
over powder cocaine contributed to the dramatic increase in the prison population. Under the 
Reagan, Bush I, Clinton, and Bush II administrations, the federal 100-to-one law that punishes 
crack cocaine offenses much more severely than powder cocaine offenses created racial 
disparities in incarceration, disparities that should have been foreseeable when the law was 
passed (Tonry, 1995, pp. 4–6) and were irrefutably documented long ago (McDonald & Carlson, 
1993).  
The government began to implement laws that were strict and not evenly distributed, 
causing a surge in prison populations for African American men. The crack epidemic spread 
across mostly urban communities where African Americans resided. Policing also intensified, 
and drug arrest rates, particularly among African Americans, increased sharply through the 
1980s. Tonry indicates, ―Drug law enforcement is the conspicuous exception as blacks are 
arrested and confined in numbers grossly out of line with their use or sale of drugs‖ (1995). 
When examined alongside a declining labor market for low skill men, we see how this punitive 
shift in criminal justice policies produced a sharp increase in incarceration rates (Wildeman & 
Western, 2009).  
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 For African American men in particular, the increased interactions with police continue 
to be a prevalent problem as the criminal justice system is embedded within the microsystem 
where African American men experience interaction with police in the early years of their 
development and it continues into the macrosystem of Bronfenbrenner‘s Ecology Model. 
Disproportionate minority contact (DMC) is problematic not only because persons of color are 
incarcerated in greater numbers, but because they face harsher penalties (Hartney & Vuong, 
2009). Drugs became one of the most problematic issues during the late 1980s and continued to 
create controversy among policymakers. Ex-offenders charged with crimes such as these were 
released without adequate resources and expected to reintegrate successfully back into society. 
Overall, prisoners are serving significantly longer prison terms, and only a small percentage 
received the benefit of extensive rehabilitation or prerelease programs (Seiter & Kadela, 2003).  
The first stream of the literature review focuses on how African American males‘ 
contemporary experiences of mass incarceration within the criminal justice system developed 
from a pretext of slavery. This stream will provide a history of the influences of African 
American male incarceration and the movement the U.S. took to respond to the political events 
from the ending of slavery to the current ―war on drugs.‖ This stream will provide the reader 
with a broad view of the African American male‘s experience with the criminal justice system in 
the context of the decades of change within the United States. 
The second stream in the literature review focuses on how socio-educational factors serve 
as the primary influences of the development of African American males. As a conceptual theory 
for human development, Bronfenbrenner‘s model was popularized in the 1970s and was used to 
represent how complex interactions between the multiple layers of our ecology influenced 
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human functioning (Centers for Disease Control, 2009). This stream influenced how the data will 
be collected, analyzed, and interpreted. 
The third research literature stream will review literature on correctional education and 
reintegration and how they help individuals transition back into society and avoid returning to 
prison and/or jail. To better understand transition from incarceration for African American men, 
the historical and socio-educational experiences are explored by collecting the data through 
interviews and analyzing the data to answer the research questions.  
Definition of Terms 
The criminal justice and educational systems have similar terms with similar meanings 
and can vary based on the context in which each is used. For example, the researcher will use 
correctional education and reentry programs interchangeably. The researcher will also use 
African American men and Black males interchangeably throughout this study. Definitions are 
provided for the following terms: 
African Americans: Refers to a person having origins in any of the Black racial groups of 
Africa (Rastogi, Johnson, Hoeffel, & Drewery, Jr., 2011). 
Black: Generally refers to a person with African ancestral origins (Agyemang, Bhopal, & 
Bruijnzeels, 2005).  
 Correctional Education: Educational classes and/or training within the penal institution 
(West, 2011). 
Crime: An act that breaks a law relating to appropriate social behavior (Criminal Justice 
Information and Support, 2012).  
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Chronosystem: One of five systems within the social-ecological model, the chronosystem 
represents both normative and nonnormative/disruptive life transitions that occur throughout 
one‘s life and result in some form of development change (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). 
Exosystem: One of the five systems within the social-ecological model, the exosystem 
represents environments external to the individual‘s normal living environments that impact the 
individual‘s microsystem. Examples include neighborhood, parents‘ employment, local 
community, extended family, and parents‘ friends (Bronfenbrenner, 1977; 1986). 
Macrosystem: One of the five systems within the social-ecological model, the 
macrosystem represents the cultural patterns that influence various economic, educational, legal, 
and political institutions, and how these institutions then define the ways in which a society 
operates. Examples of the macrosystem are the state and federal governments, political 
institutions, and the cultural ideologies and values that permeate them (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). 
Mesosystem: One of the five systems within the social-ecological model, the mesosystem 
represents the interaction among the multiple settings and environments in an individual‘s 
microsystem. Examples of the mesosystem are the interactions between events at home and a 
child‘s experience at school; depending on the events at home, the child‘s school experience will 
vary (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). 
Microsystem: One of the five systems within the social-ecological model, the 
microsystem represents the environment and processes in which one lives. Examples of the 
microsystem are home life, school life, and work life (Bronfenbrenner, 1977).  
Offender: A person sentenced to time served for the commission of a crime (West, 2011). 
Prisoner: An individual sentenced to a penitentiary/prison/correctional institution as 
punishment for the commission of a crime (West, 2011). 
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Recidivism: A person's relapse into criminal behavior, often after receiving sanctions or 
undergoing intervention for a previous crime (Beck & Shipley, 1989). 
Reentry: The transition of offenders from prisons or jails back into the community 
(Council of State Governments Justice Center, 2014). 
Criminal Rehabilitation: A science of reeducating the criminal with the values, attitudes, 
and skills necessary to live lawfully (Smith, 2014). 
Self-Paced In Class Education (SPICE) Program: An inmate education and employment 
initiative providing meaningful educational opportunities (vocational training, life skill training, 
spiritual awareness, and career readiness training (South Carolina Department of Corrections, 
2015).  
Assumptions 
The following assumptions were made for this study: (a) It is assumed that the 
participants will exhibit different reasons for participating in reentry programs; (b) It is assumed 
that African American men will value this opportunity as a chance to return home successfully; 
and lastly, (c) It is assumed that African American participants will have similar social 
experiences since they are participants of the same reentry program. 
Limitations 
The following limitations existed in this study: (a) The researcher will not be observing 
the participants applying the contents of the SPICE program to their lives; (b) The researcher 
will not be interviewing any of the SPICE program employees to ask their perspectives of how 
engaged the participants were; and (c) The researcher will not be able to follow up with the 
participants to ask how they are doing once the study has been done. Although both African 
American men and women are participants of this reentry program, the focus of this study is on 
African American men, and African American women will not be included in this study. In 
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addition, there were a plethora of studies on the juveniles in the criminal justice system, but they 
are excluded from this study.  
Delimitations 
The purpose of this study is not to measure correctional education effectiveness or to 
represent every offender who has participated in the SPICE program. Only the perspectives of 
the participants that have completed the program will be represented. This study excluded 
currently incarcerated individuals. 
Summary 
Correctional education programs give offenders the opportunity to obtain a variety of 
skills as they prepare for release into their communities. Once released, this population is faced 
with reintegration challenges including housing, employment, and education. For example, the 
effect of incarceration on post-release employment among released offenders is increasingly 
apparent when offenders seek jobs upon release from prison (Nally, Lockwood, Knutson, & Ho, 
2013). Without these programs, the likelihood of recidivism is high. Without effective re-entry 
programs, individuals are likely to remain undereducated or unemployed. Within the correctional 
literature, it is rare to read how offenders perceive reentry programs. Therefore, this gap in the 
literature will be the concentration of this study. This study will be situated within a historical 
review of African American men‘s historical interaction with the criminal justice system, their 
socio-educational experiences, and the nature of correctional education programs they receive as 
they exit penitentiaries and attempt reintegration.  
In Chapter 2, there is a review of the literature to support the theoretical framework and 
methodology. The literature review discusses correctional education and gaps in the research of 
this study. The literature review explores the framework and research streams. Bronfenbrenner‘s 
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(1979) Ecological Model and the streams of literature contain the African American Male 
Experience with the Criminal Justice System, Socio-educational Experience of the African 
American Male, and Correctional Education & Reintegration.  
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Chapter 2 
Literature Review 
Introduction 
The purpose of this qualitative study is to examine how one sample of formerly 
incarcerated African American men described their participation in one correctional education 
program (SPICE). The goal of the literature review is to focus on the components of 
Bronfenbrenner‘s ecological model, which serves as the theoretical framework for this study. 
The review also includes research on reentry programs offered to incarcerated inmates. In 
particular, this literature will focus on (a) African American men‘s history with the criminal 
justice system, (b) salient factors of socio-educational experiences, and (c) correctional education 
programs meant to help offenders transition back into the community.  
The landscape of reentry remains largely unchanged in that many prisoners are released 
from prison and significant numbers of them return (Austin, 2001). Reentry programs were 
designed to reduce offender recidivism by preparing offenders with the necessary resources and 
skills to reintegrate into society prior to release. Additionally, the possible reason there has been 
an increase of incarcerated individuals is the Prison Industrial Complex‘s movement for mass 
incarceration in terms of trying to control crime rather than addressing the complicated causes 
(Davis, 1998). The privatization of prisons also impacted prison culture. According to Mason 
(2012) in 2010, private prisons held 128,195 of the 1.6 million state and federal prisoners in the 
United States, representing eight percent of the total population. Individuals held in private 
prisons were used as free labor while held for trial, and the local government would compensate 
the jailers (Mason, 2012). According to Tonry and Melewski (2008), the litany of ways crime 
control policies disproportionately affect black Americans by now is so familiar as to be 
unsurprising, and the harm being done to disadvantaged black Americans and their loved ones in 
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the name of crime control was, and is, avoidable. Mass incarceration is increasing, expensive, 
and at times unconstitutional; it is also ineffective in regards to crime control and rehabilitation 
(Mears, 2010; Huebner, DeJong, & Cobbina, 2010).   
The search of literature was limited to the last 5 years with the exception of the 
theoretical framework extending beyond the 5 years because the established framework dates 
back to the early 1970s and is the basis of the conceptual framework. The search for articles 
included a variety of books and journals and was used to obtain the relevant literature for this 
study. Each piece of the literature provided an insight into the complex system of reentry 
programs. The academic field that was used is criminology with an incorporation of education 
and rehabilitation counseling. Qualitative research uses the phenomenology design. The relevant 
studies used the phenomenology approach in this study to gain insight into the individual 
perspective of a reentry program. Some of the quantitative research methods use meta-analysis 
and looked at effectiveness of reentry programs; however, that is not the intent of this study, and 
additional studies have neglected to gain the individual perspectives of incarcerated individuals.  
Figure 2. Literature Review Map 
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Theoretical Framework 
Bronfenbrenner (1977) describes a social-ecological environment as ―a nested 
arrangement of structures, each contained within the next‖ (p. 514). To describe this nested 
arrangement of structures, Bronfenbrenner (1977) describes a three-layered system, starting with 
the microsystem that represents the relationships between an individual and their immediate 
environment (e.g., home, school, place of employment, etc.). The exosystem surrounds the 
microsystem and represents both formal and informal social structures that influence an 
individual‘s microsystem. Bronfenbrenner‘s (1994) ecological systems theory describes a set of 
structures that move from the innermost level to the outside structures, defined as follows: 
microsystem, mesosystem, and macrosystem. The microsystem is a pattern of activities, social 
roles, and interpersonal relations experienced through face-to-face settings (Bronfenbrenner, 
1994). The microsystem settings include family, school, workplace, etc. Bronfenbrenner (1994) 
explains the mesosystem as linkages and processes taking place between two or more settings 
containing the development of a person (e.g., the relations between home and school, school and 
workplace, etc.) The macrosystems consist of micro and mesosystems that include characteristics 
of culture or subculture, lifestyles, customs, etc. (Bronfenbrenner, 1994).  
An example of an exosystem is the neighborhood in which one lives, a spouse or parent‘s 
place of employment, the local community, extended family, parents‘ friends and social circles, 
and the social services available to the members of that community. The macrosystem surrounds 
the entire system, and while it does not directly impact the individual within the system, it 
represents the cultural patterns and norms present in various economic, educational, legal, and 
political institutions, and how these patterns define how a society operates (Bronfenbrenner, 
1977).  
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In Criminal Recidivism: the Plight of African American Male Youth, Long (2013) states 
society has made some steps towards reversing the punitive philosophy it has created over the 
last 25 years. Indeed, it appears that some states are selecting more rehabilitative alternatives to 
incarceration. A review of the literature also suggests that there is no one cause of recidivism; 
however, there are many connections to race, gender, and social issues for African Americans 
that cause these higher rates of incarceration and recidivism for this group. The historical and 
socio-educational structures have not been addressed; instead what often occurs is the mere 
stating of the numbers of mass incarceration for African Americans, with little to no focus on 
rehabilitation.  
As described in Chapter 1, the historical aspects of the criminal justice system have 
played an integral part in the incarceration of African Americans, particularly African American 
men. Incarceration is heavily concentrated among racial and ethnic minorities aged twenty to 
thirty. As of 2009, roughly 61% of adult offenders reoffended within one year of their release 
from a correctional institution (Iorizzo, 2012).  
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Figure 3. Bronfenbrenner‘s Ecology Model 
 
Crutchfield et al. (2010) found that convicts, who are disproportionately African 
American, were leased to plantation owners to work their fields as they had done as slaves before 
and after the Emancipation. Today incarcerated individuals are leased to the state once they have 
been convicted of a crime.  
Built into the 13th Amendment was state authorization to use prison labor as a bridge 
between slavery and paid work. Slavery was abolished "except as a punishment for 
crime." This stipulation provided the intellectual and legal mechanisms to enable the state 
to use "unfree" labor by leasing prisoners to local businesses and corporations desperate 
to rebuild the South's infrastructure (Gilmore, n.d.). 
Alexander (2010) refers to mass incarceration as the new mechanism for social control, 
as the old caste system of slavery is replaced with leasing individuals to the state once they are 
found guilty of committing a crime. Her book suggests the present-day criminal justice system 
operates essentially the way it did under the convict-lease paradigm. Now, in the 21
st
 Century, 
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private corporations profit from the incarceration of these individuals, the majority of whom are 
African American men. The emergence of each new system of control may seem sudden, but 
history shows that the seeds were planted long before each new institution began to grow 
(Alexander, 2010). Alexander‘s (2010) book explains how the Jim Crow regime that 
immediately followed Reconstruction, the backlash against the Civil Rights Movement, and the 
rollback of affirmative action that extends far beyond the ―war on drugs,‖ all contributed to the 
new system of mass incarceration. Bronfenbrenner‘s (1977) ecological theory suggests the 
experiences of African American male development must be understood through historical and 
contemporary contexts (e.g., micro, macro, meso, exo, and Chrono systems). The new 
emergence of mass incarceration has influenced the development of the African American male.  
African American Male’s Experiences with the Criminal Justice System 
Nationwide there are 2.3 million people in federal, state, and local prisons (Carson, 
2013). More than 700,000 are released nationally from state and federal prisons each year and 
more than nine million from local jails. Although it is common to think of chattel slavery during 
the Jim Crow regime following immediately on the heels of Reconstruction, the truth about the 
incarceration of African Americans is much deeper. White backlash against the Civil Rights 
Movement is deemed primarily by the rollback of affirmative action, the undermining of federal 
civil rights legislation by a hostile judiciary, the seeds of the new system of control—mass 
incarceration—were planted during the Civil Rights Movement itself, when it became clear that 
the old caste system was crumbling and a new one would have to take its place (Alexander, 
2010). 
After the abolishment of slavery and outlawing of involuntary servitude, the unjust 
confinement of many African Americans, especially African American men, increased. White 
"Redeemers"—white planters, small farmers, and political leaders—set out to rebuild the pre-
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emancipation racial order by enacting laws that restricted black access to political representation 
and by creating Black Codes that, among other things, increased the penalties for crimes such as 
vagrancy, loitering, and public drunkenness (Gilmore, n.d.).With the historical moments of the 
Emancipation of Slavery, Jim Crow, and the Civil Rights era was sparked a mass movement for 
social justice throughout every system to improve the daily conditions of minority populations in 
America. African Americans were unjustly arrested, sentenced, and jailed based on the belief 
they were genetically and culturally inferior. According to Browne (n.d.), after the abolishment 
of slavery and the passing of the 13
th
 Amendment in 1865, prisons were built and the passing of 
laws such as the Black Codes were created, contributing to the continued imprisonment of 
African Americans. Under the Black Code, the breaking of curfew was a crime punishable by 
imprisonment. Convict leasing was developed by slave owners in the South, which established 
that individuals could be controlled by the slave owner to work on their property (Browne, n.d.). 
Over the next few decades, these laws evolved from Black Codes after the Civil War, from 1856 
to 1877, to the Jim Crow era of 1877-1960s, and to what are now known today as mass 
incarceration created in the 1990s.  
Since the late 1990s, the phenomenon of mass incarceration grew (Gottschalk, 2011). 
The increase of mass incarceration is particularly troubling for minority populations because 
these are the individuals most profoundly affected. If current trends continue, one in three Black 
males and one in six Hispanic males born recently are expected to spend some time in prison 
during their lives (Bonczar, 2003).   
Applegate‘s (2013) study used survey data from the white, Black, and Hispanic 
incarcerated men to test eight explanations of the racial gap and the perceptions of race as a 
factor that affects incarceration. The study shows that African Americans constitute smaller 
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proportion in the general population while there is a larger proportion in the prison system in 
America. Although incarceration rates for African American men have been five to seven times 
higher than rates for White males since the mid-80s, this disparity increased significantly during 
the 1980s and 1990s after the ―war on drugs‖ was initiated by the U.S. government. Black men 
are subjected to unequal treatment regarding race as Ta-Neshi Coates explains in his book, 
Between the World and Me. ―Race relations, racial chasm, racial justice, racial profiling, white 
privilege, even white supremacy—serves to obscure that racism is a visceral experience‖ 
(Coates, 2015, p. 10). Coates speaks to the realities of how race relations impact black male 
experience within the context of a system of white supremacy. As some studies suggest that 
structural inequalities within the educational system are a factor for African American males 
contributes to mass incarceration.  
Ladson-Billings (2013) suggests that the achievement gap literature blames Black 
individual students and parents for their academic difficulties without looking at the structural 
educational inequalities, which have existed since the establishment of the nation. The research 
in the first stream demonstrates the prominence and seriousness of the historical effects of mass 
incarceration on African American males. Mass incarceration is a discriminatory phenomenon as 
the literature demonstrates in understanding its relevance and the prevalence of higher rates of 
incarceration for African American males. The studies the researcher reviewed showed that the 
percentages of African American males, specifically the ages of 20–34, had the highest rates of 
incarceration and recidivism. Among men, the highest rates of incarceration are for Black males 
aged twenty to thirty-four (Kennedy & Chance, 2011). 
Socio-educational Experience of the African American Male 
John Dewey makes a compelling case for the importance of linking school and society 
and conceiving education as the development and articulation for the lived experience (Bruce & 
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Bloch, 2013). According to the U. S. Department of Justice (2007) report, 68% of male prison 
inmates did not graduate from high school. Many of these individuals did report behavioral 
problems while in school. 35% percent of prisoners reported behavior, academic problems, and 
academic disengagement as the main reasons for not obtaining their high school diploma. These 
statistics suggest that issues within the educational system contribute to the overrepresentation of 
African American males in the United States justice system. Research suggests that the 
disproportionate number of African American males in the penal system starts in the education 
system known as the school-to-prison pipeline. The connection of exclusionary discipline with 
incarceration rates is termed the School to Prison Pipeline (Darensbourg, Perez, & Blake, 2010).  
Consequently, the school-to-prison pipeline phenomenon may represent the greatest socio-
educational issue, and this is an issue that needs dire attention from researchers of all related 
disciplines (Russell, 2013). 
African American males have difficulties in school, and little focus addresses the needs 
of students while in school. According to Flores-Ragade & Williams (2010) more than 50% of 
Black males who drop out of school have either repeated a grade and/or failed more than one 
major subject such as mathematics, science, English, and social studies. Academic success relies 
heavily on the individual‘s ability to complete their education and graduate. Individuals that do 
not graduate from school have higher chances of engagement with the criminal justice system. 
Curry (2011) suggests that one quarter of students who do not complete high school will receive 
a prison sentence. 
The school-to-prison pipeline literature proposes that exclusionary discipline techniques 
(e.g., detention, out-of-school suspension, disciplinary alternative-education placements) alienate 
African American males from the learning process, steers them away from the classroom and 
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academic attainment, and funnels them toward the criminal justice system (Darensbourg et al., 
2010).   
African American Males and Bronfenbrenner’s Microsystem 
Figure 4. Bronfenbrenner‘s Microsystem  
 
According to Bronfenbrenner‘s (1977) ecological model, the immediate family, school, 
and education are the first systems interrelated with societal, community, and outside 
relationships within the context of individual human development. Black male students are often 
discriminated against out of school and experience racial bias from the criminal justice system, 
making their primary social and educational experiences difficult to navigate. Russell (2013) 
conducted a study that focused on the treatment of Black male students in the school system. 
Many Black males were pushed out due to discipline or crime-related problems while in school. 
Another aspect of the study explored racial trauma that looked at at-risk behaviors. Russell 
(2013) found that informants in all three categories (experts, school staff, and graduates) 
concurred that Black males endure trauma due to racial profiling (Russell, 2013). The study 
examined how Restorative Practices could serve as a solution to the push out of Black boys in 
the school system. After the implementation of Restorative Practices in less than one year, this 
school‘s data indicated a marked reduction in violence, a reduction of police reports, and a 
discernible reduction of student arrests (Russell, 2013). 
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Preconceived notions about African American males in society influence their treatment 
and experiences in the educational system. According to Russell (2013), black male students are 
too often forced out of schools due to racially biased, zero-tolerance policies, only to face a 
racially biased criminal justice system. Within these systems, there are discriminatory practices 
that affect the development of Black male students. Bronfenbrenner describes the microsystem 
as the individual‘s initial environment. The first social experiences in the microsystem consist of 
interactions with the immediate environments such as the family and the educational 
environment. These environments have the initial influence and impact on development. African 
American men‘s first social interactions are important to their development as home and 
educational environments influence decisions and behaviors. For example, a child who is 
exposed to a parent or sibling who went to prison has an increased, rather than decreased, risk of 
incarceration (Clear, 2007).   
According to a report titled Test, Punish and Push Out: How Zero Tolerance and High 
Stakes Testing Funnel “School to Prison Pipeline” authored by the Advancement Project (2010), 
the term ―pushed out‖ describes practices where students are mandated to leave school due to 
expulsion or similar discipline sanctions. According to Darensbourg, Perez, and Blake (2010), 
zero-tolerance school-discipline practices often result in large numbers of Black male students 
being expelled from school. Black males are seen as threats in social and educational 
environments. Predominant societal messages about African American and Latino males include 
the belief they are lazy and uninterested in the educational process (Wood & Harris, 2013).  
Burt, Simons, & Gibbons (2012) linked personal effects of discrimination as another 
factor for individual engagement in criminal behavior. Burt et al. (2012) found that racial 
discrimination was positively associated with increased crime. According to the Schott 
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Foundation (2011), African American males are reported as having a 47% graduation rate from 
high school; however, they are more likely unemployed, have limited access to healthcare, die at 
a younger age, and be more likely to become incarcerated than any other racial group. Limited 
studies have been conducted about the effects of parental, family functioning, and environmental 
factors on the academic achievements of the African American male adolescent (Hines & 
Holcomb-McCoy, 2012). African American men encounter social struggles once released with 
the likelihood of increasing their chances of recidivism.  
Hartney and Vuong (2009) describe social instances of higher incarceration rates for 
African Americans and other minorities because of the disproportionate encounters with law 
enforcement and the criminal justice system. The overrepresentation also known as 
disproportionate minority contact (DMC) remains a concerning issue in the U.S. (Hartney & 
Vuong, 2009). For example, during the ―war on drugs,‖ African American men were 
disproportionately arrested and sentenced. American sentencing laws and policies specify 
punishments for violent, drug, and gun crimes for which blacks are more likely than whites to be 
arrested and prosecuted (Tonry & Melewski, 2008). 
It is this growth in the American prison population that is considered mass incarceration, 
which is the ―lock ‗em up/tough on crime‖ criminal justice system policy that sends thousands of 
people to prison every day (Kennedy & Chance, 2011). Locking individuals up doesn‘t 
adequately prepare or rehabilitate them; however, reentry programs have shown some 
improvement for individual success. Owens (2009) argues that it appears that access to 
educational opportunities may deter engagement with criminal activity. Transitioning into a 
community following incarceration is difficult; without the proper resources, the chances of 
recidivism are present. Arungwa and Osho (2012), Meyer (2011), and Uggen and Wakefield 
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(2003) asserted that inmates need assistance with the transition, as it will be difficult to locate 
housing, employment, and have a stable financial status immediately. Correctional education can 
support reintegration and reduce the likelihood of recidivism.  
Correctional Education & Reintegration 
Ex-offenders, their families, and communities suffer not only from the effects of their 
crimes but also a criminal justice system that is ill-equipped to help them properly reenter society 
after having served their time (Lee, 2012). The correctional system has its challenges but those 
within the system realize that released offenders must be prepared to return home to their 
communities. This transition has sometimes been difficult because of the lack of opportunities in 
the communities that they return too. Some make the effort to obtain employment, housing, and 
the basic necessities to live; however, these attempts have limited the ability for formerly 
incarcerated individuals to rejoin society. Pager (2001) argued that ex-offenders are classified in 
such a way that makes employers less likely to hire them. This suggests that obtaining 
employment for ex-offenders is difficult, and the ability to sustain is sometimes challenging. In 
addition to the vocational or job skills training, correctional education programs that are 
dedicated to addressing the socio-emotional struggles of ex-offenders attempting to reenter their 
respective communities, could decrease recidivism (West, 2011). 
Building on recent studies, Brown (2015) utilized the National Longitudinal Survey to 
explore state and federal prison reentry programs offered prior to release. This study estimated 
the effect of post-incarceration education on employment and earnings in an attempt to evaluate 
the rehabilitative impact of education (Brown, 2015). Brown found that there were positive 
correlations between education and wages in the labor force but that these benefits were confined 
largely to college completion (Brown, 2015).  There are conflicting views about the current 
impact of correctional education as a means to reduce recidivism. Seiter and Kadela (2003) state 
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that, ―Although it is not suggested that prisoner reentry was successful in the past—or that it was 
without problems—there is no question that the current system of incarceration and reentry 
creates unique challenges for ex-offenders‖ (p. 362).  
The current status of offender reentry is very different than it was a few decades ago 
because there are more offenders released than in the past (Seiter & Kadela, 2003). As 
previously stated, a lack of education can be associated with recidivism. According to Bennett 
(2015) the lack of correctional education programs offered, and the fact that many offenders 
leave prison without completing the programs, places them at risk for returning to prison. This 
reality makes the reduction in correctional education programs even more troubling (Carson & 
Sobel, 2012; Pryor & Thompkins, 2013). Offenders are released into communities that do not 
have the adequate resources to support reentry, resources which include housing, employment, 
and education. 
Housing  
When individuals are released from prison, one of the most difficult transitional pieces of 
reintegration is housing. Ex-offenders are often excluded from obtaining housing and are not 
eligible for public housing. Many individuals experience rejection from families and friends, 
refusal from private landlords, and intensive screening (and eviction) from public housing 
(Scally, 2005). Without adequate housing, ex-offenders face challenges such as obtaining 
employment and education because there is no sustainability. The lack of basic needs jeopardizes 
their ability to remain in a stable environment.  
Employment  
Ex-offenders experience challenges in obtaining employment because of the stigma 
associated with their criminal history. According to Parkman (2009) this stigma persists long 
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after the incarcerative sentence is over and after the family member has been released (e.g., loss 
of personal rights, discrimination, ability to obtain employment, re-incarceration, etc.). Some 
employers inquire about work history and criminal background, which places ex-offenders at a 
distinct disadvantage in the application process. Employers eliminate these individuals without 
ex-offenders being given the chance to explain charges on their background. They are also 
eliminated from specific professions that require licensure and certifications to maintain careers. 
In Georgia and other states, formerly incarcerated individuals that have been convicted of a 
felony are unable to obtain licenses as a plumber, utility contractor, and over 80 other 
professions (Schulte, n.d.). Some literature suggests that education can be a means for ex-
offenders to reintegrate into society and lessen the likelihood of committing another offense.  
Education  
If there are no educational opportunities while incarcerated, the reentry process is 
difficult because individuals often have low skills and support, making transition problematic. 
Austin (2001) suggests that many leave prison without having obtained skills training or received 
treatment for any substance use or mental illness. In terms of reducing recidivism and decreasing 
the cost of incarceration, researchers believe correctional education programs can effectively 
reduce the recidivism rate among released offenders and help individuals transition back into 
their communities. Andrews and Bonta (2010) suggest these programs provide programs 
correctional education to assist formerly incarcerated individuals.   
According to Andrews and Bonta (2010), reviews of hundreds of evaluations of offender 
rehabilitation programs provide evidence that some programs can significantly reduce ex-
offender recidivism. Specifically, recidivism rates decrease significantly if offenders have 
participated in educational or vocational programming during incarceration. The Bureau of 
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Justice Statistics (2012) reported that 1 million dollars spent on correctional education has 
prevented 600 crimes compared to incarceration alone, which has prevented just 350 crimes. 
Thus, evidence suggests a connection between correctional education programs that prepared 
offenders for reentry and a reduction in rates of recidivism. According to Passarell (2013) 
academic educational programs made the most significant impact in reducing recidivism for 
offenders. Quane, Wilson, and Hwang (2015) argue that penal institution‘s focus is to control 
rather than improve skills. Many government institutions that have an impact on the lives of poor 
black families focus more on regulating and controlling behavior than on improving skills and 
providing opportunities. Since at least 1980, American crime control policies have undermined 
the achievement of full and unbiased participation of Black Americans in the nation‘s social, 
economic, and political institutions (Tonry & Melewski, 2008). Race is obviously a factor at play 
because historically the periods during and immediately after economic downturns have 
adversely impacted blacks more than whites (Quane et al., 2013). Inclusion of academics before 
release can possibly serve as a way for individuals to improve their conditions and return to the 
community.   
  The focus of programming can better equip these individuals to obtain employment, 
housing, and the essential needs to survive out in the community and ultimately reduce 
recidivism. When analyzing other possible factors that might influence an individual‘s chances 
for recidivism, educational attainment and employment after release from corrections play a 
significant role, as does education obtained during incarceration (Case & Fasenfest, 2004; Case 
& Fasenfest, 2005; Wheeldon, 2011). According to Pryor and Thompkins (2013), education is a 
critical component in any successful reintegration process. A measurement of successful 
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reintegration regarding correctional education is its ability to produce a better citizen (Pryor & 
Thompkins, 2013). 
Many offenders reoffend due to a lack of the social and educational skills necessary to 
function outside of prison. The Second Chance Recovery Act was passed to address mass 
incarceration by offering programs to inmates prior to release to facilitate successful transitions 
back into the community. According to the National Reentry Resource Center (2014), reentry 
and recidivism reduction are the cornerstones of state and local crime policies across the country. 
The Second Chance Recovery Act 
President George W. Bush established the Second Chance Recovery Act in April of 
2008. The purpose of this act was to prepare individuals for reentry and to improve outcomes for 
offenders returning to the community. Incarceration diminishes the earnings of adult men, 
compromises their health, reduces familial resources, and contributes to family breakup. It also 
adds to the structural barriers already facing poor children, thus ensuring that the effects of 
imprisonment on inequality are transferred intergenerationally (Wildeman & Western, 2010).  
Instead of focusing on mass incarceration, policymakers started focusing on vocational and 
educational opportunities through reentry programs they believed would provide the skills 
necessary to reduce reoffending and overcrowding in prisons.  
If these strategies are utilized, those reentering society could possibly have a better 
chance for achieving success in their communities. When the criminal justice system provides 
the appropriate resources needed, then reducing recidivism can be fully integrated. An increase 
in program participation led to a decrease in the likelihood of recidivism (Lahm, 2009).  The 
Second Chance Recovery Act supported reentry efforts especially for those individuals at greater 
risk for reoffending.  
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Successful programs that reduce crime in the community need the support of wardens, 
lawmakers, communities, and other key stakeholders. These are some of the key stakeholders 
that will have an impact on making these changes. Reentry is a crucial part of any system 
structure because it gives ex-offenders the opportunity to acquire formal training prior to release 
(Owens, 2009). Studies show that positive behaviors and programs geared toward reentry 
reduced inmates‘ return into the penal system. Participants in the study conducted by Wersman 
(2009) examined how alternative measures such as becoming a student reduced chances of 
returning to prison. Some of the participants in the study engaged in alternative behaviors like 
enrolling in school and staying away from negative influences to prevent recidivism (Wersman, 
2009).  
This study offers strong support for the argument that it is far more profitable for states to 
fund education classes for inmates, for two reasons: first, doing so reduces recidivism 
dramatically and secondly because educating felons eliminates the costs associated with long 
term warehousing (Nally et al., 2012). The rehabilitation process is considered the most 
important aspect of the reentry program to help inmates‘ transition. For individuals incarcerated, 
education provides a path to better employment, a reduction in recidivism, and a better quality of 
life (Brazzell et al., 2009). These components are some of the necessary things that will be 
needed before release. There are some implications that these programs can have a positive 
outcome for individuals‘ ability to engage in socially acceptable behaviors. The rationale for 
reentry programs is to increase the educational opportunities and reduce recidivism.  
Understanding the experiences of African American males in correctional education 
programs will inform criminal justice stakeholders of intervention and prevention initiatives in 
Southeastern cities and other communities. Reentry programs have been successful in reducing 
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recidivism in many countries, across different types of offenders in both community and 
institutional settings (Antonowicz & Parker, n.d.). The reductions are not only statistically 
significant but also fiscally significant in terms of the cost of criminal justice processing. 
Synthesis/Implications 
In reviewing the literature, it can be concluded that more research needs to be conducted 
on the individual perspectives of reentry programs and the reduction of recidivism rates of 
offenders that have not reoffended. According to Bennett (2015), the offender perspective has 
not been well documented, which limits social change and impedes the delivery of more 
responsive human services that could address the correctional education needs of offenders. 
Pryor and Thompkins (2013) recommended empirical tests to establish a relationship of barriers 
to educational success to include an analysis of post-release barriers such as race and substance 
abuse, and the link to employment to include a closer look at the relationship between 
correctional education programming and the job upon release.  
Although there have been some social improvements since the time of slavery, Jim Crow, 
and the Civil Rights Era, and despite the implementation of reentry programs, a high percentage 
of African Americans remain incarcerated. To reiterate, data indicates African American men 
have higher recidivism rate than other racial groups. Approximately 12% more Black males were 
rearrested within 12 months of release compared to White males (Dennison, 2013). The current 
criminal justice system should reflect upon the current research on the utilization of these 
programs to provide more effective goals to prepare individuals for release.   
Summary 
Many correctional education programs exist within the United States to prepare 
individuals for reentry and reduce recidivism. Even with these programs, about 33% of 
offenders will be re-incarcerated (Council of State Governments Justice Center, 2014); 
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however, the primary issue discussed in the literature is the possibility that correctional 
educational programs would become one of the most effective ways to reduce recidivism. The 
qualitative phenomenological design was selected for this study. The goal of Chapter 3 is to 
provide detailed information about the study‘s methodology including the research design, 
rationale, population description, site, participant population, data collection, procedures, and 
analysis, establishing trustworthiness and ethical considerations.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
AFRICAN AMERICAN MEN SPEAK: UNHEARD PERSPECTIVES 51 
 
Chapter 3 
Research Methodology 
 The purpose of this study is to explore how a sample of African American participants 
perceives the Self-Paced In Class Education (SPICE) program in preparation for release. With 
minimal research on the topic of offender perception of correctional education programs, the lack 
of information exists regarding the offender student experience (Brazzell, Crayton, Mukamal, 
Solomon, & Lindahl, 2009). The goal of this chapter is to describe the research methodology that 
will be used to answer the research questions. This chapter includes an outline of the research 
questions, description of qualitative methodology, and the research design. This chapter also 
describes the site, participant population, data collection method, analysis, validity, and 
reliability. In addition, Chapter 3 concludes with ethical considerations, researcher‘s role, and a 
summary of content.  
Research Questions 
 There are two fundamental interests associated with this study. The first interest is the 
desire to hear offenders‘ perspectives on the correctional education program called SPICE. The 
second interest is obtaining offenders‘ perspectives about how they believe this correctional 
education program contributes to their reintegration into society. The following research 
questions serve as a guide for this study: 
1. What barriers to societal reentry do formerly incarcerated African American males 
perceive when they exit prison?  
2. How do the participants in the Self-Paced In Class Education program describe utilizing 
the contents of the program outside of prison? 
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3. How do the participants in the Self-Paced In Class Education program describe their 
engagement with allied agencies that support their transition to life beyond prison walls?  
To answer the research questions, the researcher chose to use a qualitative research methodology. 
The conceptual framework formed the foundation of the method for this study. 
Research Design and Rationale 
 
 A phenomenological qualitative methodology was chosen because the purpose of this 
study is to explore the African American experience in a pre-release program. Obtaining 
subjective data on the feelings, experiences, and opinions of the participants is the goal of using 
this qualitative approach. It is important to develop a clear picture of the concept of reentry 
programs such as SPICE, as a resource for preparing inmates prior to their release from prison 
for the purpose of returning to their communities with the necessary skills to successfully 
reintegrate and limit chances of recidivism. The best fit and design for this study was for the 
researcher to use a phenomenological study design. When a researcher seeks to understand the 
lived experiences of groups or individuals, a phenomenological research design is appropriate 
(Moustakas, 1994).  A phenomenological research design provides an understanding of the 
themes and patterns that are portrayed by the study‘s participants. According to Van Manen 
(1990), empirical facts are not the focus of phenomenology; rather the focus is on the 
phenomenon. In a phenomenological study, the data is gathered by asking participants open-
ended interview questions. Moustakas (1994) stated, ―The empirical phenomenological approach 
involves a return to experience in order to obtain comprehensive descriptions that provide the 
basis for a reflective structural analysis that portrays the essences of the experience‖ (p. 13).   
The use of the phenomenological approach provided the participants with the 
opportunity to reveal their individual perspectives of one correctional education program 
AFRICAN AMERICAN MEN SPEAK: UNHEARD PERSPECTIVES 53 
 
through open-ended interview questions (Yin, 2009).  Information seeking should be from a 
specific group in the population sample (Hancock, 2002). Because of the time-consuming 
nature of qualitative research, the sample size needed is small. With respect to 
phenomenological studies, adequate sample sizes can range from 3 to 15 participants 
(Moustakas, 1994; Creswell, 2012). Participant interviews were the primary source of data for 
the current study with the purpose of examining formerly incarcerated African American 
males‘ experiences in the SPICE correctional program. Van Manen (1990) indicated that 
interviews provide rich data on the lived experience of subjects. Researchers mine the data to 
discover the essence of the experience (Van Manen, 1990). Participants‘ personal experiences 
were the focus of this study, and interviews were the best approach to capture the responses of 
each participant. To portray the offender perspective of correctional education, according to 
Yin (2009), their words have to be a key part of the data. 
A pilot study was used to review the research questions and interview process. According 
to Simon (2011), pilot studies can be helpful in establishing effective interview protocols. Five 
participants who successfully graduated the SPICE program were asked to participate in the pilot 
study. Pilot study participants were not included in this study sample population and were asked 
not to share the interview information. Pilot study participants were contacted separately from 
the study participants and were required to provide written and verbal consent to participate in 
the pilot study. Feedback from pilot participants helped clarify the interview questions by 
ensuring that interview questions are unambiguous, or difficult to understand (Simon, 2011).  
There are various benefits to conducting pilot testing before conducting data collection 
and analysis. Some of these include reducing anticipated problems with the main study and 
changing procedures if necessary for the most accurate outcome. The original interview 
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questions were introduced to a pilot group of SPICE participants located in the state to ensure the 
instrument‘s ability to accurately collect qualitative data for the study and view it as valid and 
reliable. The researcher will determine the participants‘ abilities to accurately understand and 
answer the questions from the interview. The researcher will focus attention to participant levels 
of understanding questions that have been asked and will restructure the questions if necessary.  
 Positivists often question the trustworthiness of qualitative research, perhaps because 
their concepts of validity and reliability cannot be addressed in the same way as naturalistic work 
(Shenton, 2004). The qualitative study provides the reader with a depiction in enough detail to 
show that the author‘s conclusion ―makes sense‖ (Shenton, 2004). Guba and Lincoln (1994) 
proposed four criteria researchers should achieve for a trustworthy study: (a) credibility (in 
preference to internal validity), (b) transferability (in preference to external 
validity/generalizability), (c) dependability (in preference to reliability), and (d) confirmability 
(in preference to objectivity). Dependability ensures that the findings of a study are consistent 
and are able to be repeated. Transferability is based on the degree to which the results can be 
transferred or generalized to other events (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).   
Merriam (2009) writes that external validity ―is concerned with the extent to which the 
findings of one study can be applied to other situations.‖  Transferability, dependability, and 
credibility in qualitative research are synonymous with reliability and validity in quantitative 
research (Trochum, 2006). Lincoln and Guba (1985, p. 125) stated the best way to ensure the 
possibility of transferability is to create a ―thick description of the sending context so that 
someone in a potential receiving context may assess the similarity between them and … the 
study.‖   
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Site and Population 
Population Description 
As of 2014, 64% out of the 87% population of admitted individuals on probation or 
parole in the county were Black males. The sample will consist of twelve (12) formerly 
incarcerated African American men participating in the SPICE program located in a southeastern 
city. Participants will have continued to participate in the program after release from prison. The 
participants will have met the criteria to be considered appropriate for participation in the SPICE 
program.  
The standard used in choosing participants and sites in qualitative research is whether 
they are ―information rich‖ (Creswell, 2013). The researcher chose purposeful sampling for this 
study. These individuals and the site were chosen deliberately for this study. In purposeful 
sampling, researchers intentionally select individuals and sites to learn and understand the central 
phenomenon. According to Creswell (2013) the intent is not to generalize to a population, but to 
develop an in-depth exploration of a central phenomenon. Previously incarcerated individuals 
will be solicited to participate in the study through invitation. A list of inmates who are released 
will be obtained through the Case Management System database by the researcher. Interviews 
will be conducted as shown in Table 1. 
Table 1. Overall Population Samples and Interviews  
  Population Number of Contacts 
Number of Interviews 
to be Conducted 
Follow-Up Interviews 
African American 
Males 
20–24 9–12 0 
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Although a specific number of participants are not required for a phenomenological 
study, Creswell (2007) recommends that the number be sufficient to provide information 
saturation. Saturation is a concept that describes the point at which additional participants are no 
longer expressing new insights about the phenomenon under investigation. The small sample 
allows the researcher to interview participants more than once in addition to essaying and 
journaling. 
Site Description 
 
According to the South Carolina Department of Probation, Parole, and Pardon Services 
(2009), the department where this study will be conducted is the third largest law enforcement 
agency in the state. It provides supervision to approximately 48,885 offenders on probation and 
parole. There are 46 offices and four county satellite offices. The breakdown of caseloads for the 
current agents is 355 (South Carolina Department of Probation, Parole, and Pardon, 2009).  The 
site for this intended study will be located at the local office in a southeastern city. The location 
is purposefully selected by the researcher as the intended population of the study is accessible, 
and the researcher is able to conduct interviews in the private office at the local community 
libraries in the area. The interviews will be conducted in a private office setting. 
Site Access 
 
Site access will not be an issue, as the researcher will have access to the site by obtaining 
consent from the library to conduct the interviews of participants from the SPICE program. The 
director is giving the researcher permission and will allow researcher to use any information 
necessary. The researcher will give the director of the SPICE program a detailed outline of the 
intended study prior to conducting the interviews. The program director will be notified of 
deadlines, processes, and interviews.  
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Data Collection 
Participants’ Interviews 
 Data will be collected using semi-structured interview questions that will be developed 
and refined by the researcher. This information gathering will help the researcher understand the 
participants‘ experiences with the reentry program and how the program prepared the participant 
for reentry. The semi-structured interview protocol will be the primary method of data collection 
(See Appendix C). Creswell (2013) recommends purposeful sampling as the individuals have 
experienced the same phenomenon being studied and can provide information-rich cases.  
All interviews took place in a private office face-to-face. Each participant will have a 
personal folder for their signed consent letters. Participants will be assigned pseudonyms to 
protect their identity. The researcher will conduct a brief greeting and introduction to each 
participant. Participants will be advised that they are not obligated to answer any of the 
questions asked, and they may terminate the interview at any time. The interviews will be 
scheduled to last for approximately 60 minutes.  
The interview protocol will be the same for each participant through face-to-face 
interviews, and participants will be informed that the interviews will be audio tape-recorded. 
The participants will be provided with contact information for counseling services if needed. 
The researcher will ask the questions verbatim from the interview protocol. The researcher will 
take notes, listen, and ask questions in order to achieve a better understanding of the 
phenomenon under investigation.  
Field Notes 
After the interview was completed, follow up was conducted for further elaboration on 
the participant‘s experiences immediately after the interview to clarify any questions. The 
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researcher will record the information using field notes and a recording device. The interviews 
will include a recording to assist with effective documentation. According to Patton (2003), the 
use of a recorder is not to eliminate the process of documenting field notes; rather the recorder 
helps the researcher focus their attention to take detailed notes. Therefore, key terms and phrases 
noted during the interview were written on the interview guide.  
The final aspect of the data collection will be field notes. Ritchie and Lewis (2003) state 
that field notes allow the researcher to record things outside of the context of the interview 
including thoughts, ideas for inclusion in later interviews, and other relevant information. The 
field notes protocol will be used to record participant demeanor and appearance, and personal 
thoughts and reflections. The field notes protocol for this study will be used to collect field 
notes for this study. The field notes protocol will only be used during the interviews. 
Table 2. Research Question Matrix: Qualitative Methodology / Creswell, J. (2013). 
Research Questions Design Data-Collection Methods Data Analysis 
Research Question Q1 
 
 
What barriers to societal reentry do 
formerly incarcerated African 
American males perceive when 
they exit prison? 
 
Variables: attitudes and perceptions 
that influence use of visual imagery 
 
Qualitative (descriptive) 
 
 
Open-ended questions 
can provide detailed 
information in 
respondents‘ own words. 
 
Perceived influences 
determined by open-
ended interviews 
Semi-structured 
Interviews (Face-to-Face) 
 
Open-ended questions 
 
Artifacts: Documents will 
be interview transcripts 
 
 Text data 
Qualitative Software (NVivo 
10) 
 
Coding and thematic analysis 
 
 Codes & themes for 
interpretation 
 Similar and different 
themes 
 Visual data display 
 
Research Question Q2 
 
 
How do the participants in the Self-
Paced In Class Education program 
describe utilizing the contents of 
the program outside of prison? 
 
Variables: differences  in attitudes 
and perceptions towards use of 
visual imagery 
 
Qualitative (descriptive) 
 
 
Open-ended questions 
can provide detailed 
information in 
respondents‘ own words. 
 
Perceived differences 
determined by open-
ended interviews 
Semi-structured 
Interviews (Face-to-Face) 
 
Open-ended questions  
 
Artifacts: Documents will 
be interview transcripts 
 
 Text data 
Qualitative Software (NVivo 
10) 
 
Coding and thematic analysis 
 
 Codes & themes for 
interpretation 
 Similar and different 
themes 
 Visual data display 
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Research Questions Design Data-Collection Methods Data Analysis 
Research Question Q3 
 
 
How do the participants in the Self-
Paced In Class Education program 
describe their engagement with 
allied agencies that support their 
transition to life beyond prison 
walls?  
 
Qualitative (descriptive) 
 
 
Open-ended questions 
can provide detailed 
information in 
respondents‘ own words. 
 
Perceived influences 
determined by open-
ended interviews 
Semi-structured 
Interviews (Face-to-Face) 
 
Open-ended questions  
 
Artifacts: Documents will 
be interview transcripts 
 
 
 Text data 
Qualitative Software (NVivo 
10) 
 
Coding and thematic analysis 
 
 Codes & themes for 
interpretation 
 Similar and different 
themes 
 Visual data display 
 
 
Data Analysis Procedures 
Data was analyzed through looking at specific patterns or themes within the interviewing 
process. To prevent the misinterpretation of the interviews and field notes, the researcher will 
minimize misinterpretation through communication with participants. An NVivo 10 software 
program was used to organize raw data collected through interviews and field notes. 
Initially, after interviews were conducted, the researcher followed up by transcribing the 
information and used Dropbox to store the data on the hard drive of a password-protected 
computer for backup. Preliminary reviews of the transcripts were made by taking notes from the 
matrices to record themes and patterns that emerged from the interviews. After all the 
transcriptions were complete, the researcher captured a list of the significant statements and 
primary themes from the population through coding processes.   
Coding is a continuous process comprised of sorting and defining bits of information that 
apply to the study (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). The researcher started the process by typing each 
interview verbatim and reading each interview thoroughly to focus on common words and/or 
phrases. Codes were extracted from the data using NVivo 10 software. A code in qualitative 
inquiry is most often a word or short phrase that symbolically assigns a summative, salient 
essence-capturing, and/or evocative attribute for a portion of language-based or visual data 
(Saldana, 2013). Codes were then organized into similar contexts from the data. Once initial 
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coding was done, the researcher identified consistencies in the data collected from formerly 
incarcerated African American males participating in the Self-Paced Education Program 
(SPICE). The codes were placed into categories based on the information provided from 
interview transcripts and matrices. Coding connects similar data for the purpose of interpretation 
(Ritchie & Lewis, 2003).  
By reading and rereading interviews, the researcher was able to create categories until 
saturation occurred, which is the point where the data no longer yields new codes or categories 
(Dick, 2005). The researcher looked for central emerging themes from the data. According to 
Creswell (2012), good qualitative reports, however, need to convince the reader that the study is 
an accurate and credible account. A summary of the findings was arranged according to themes 
that came out of key issues discussed by the participants. According to Merriam (2009), 
qualitative research also has strategies for establishing authenticity and trustworthiness of a 
study, strategies based on worldviews and questions congruent with the philosophy underlying 
this perspective (see Chapter One). A common strategy for testing for reliability is member 
checking.  
Member Checking 
To verify the authenticity and trustworthiness of this study, the researcher verified 
validity of the study through member checking. According to Merriam (2009), the process 
involved in member checks is to take preliminary analysis back to some of the participants and 
ask whether interpretations ―ring true‖ (p. 217). During informed consent, participants were 
asked to provide their phone numbers so that the researcher could contact them during the 
process of data analysis to acquire their feedback on the analysis or to seek clarification, if 
necessary. 
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Patton (2003) described the use of matrices as a way to display data. In this study, 
thematic matrices would be used for data interpretation. The matrices were instrumental in the 
identification of themes in the data (Patton, 2003). The pseudonyms will be in the column on the 
left of the matrix. Listed in the right column are the participants‘ names and the statement 
relevant to the theme. The data will be copied and pasted into the matrix from the transcripts (see 
Table 3.). Another matrix using Researcher as the name will be created to record appropriate 
field notes (see Table 3.).  
Table 3. 
 
Participant 
Participant Response 
A  
B  
C  
D 
E 
F 
 
Table 4. 
 
Researcher 
Participant Expression / Body Language 
A  
B  
C  
D 
E 
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Proposed Timeline 
 December 14th, 2015: Successfully Defended Proposal & Approved by Committee 
 December 14th, 2015–April 15th, 2016: IRB Approved 
 January 14th, 2016–April 15th, 2016: Completed Pilot Study by contacting (5) participants 
that have previously graduated the Self-Paced In Class Education Program to check 
trustworthiness 
 April 15th, 2016–April 30th, 2016: Acquire individual‘s participation by sending 
invitations and obtaining participants for the actual study using the approved interview 
protocol. Initial interview and follow up interviews conducted and completed  
 April 30th, 2016–June 30th, 2016: Transcribed/Analyzed the data by writing up themes, 
coding, and using Nvivo 10 software. Write up of Chapter 4. 
 June 30th, 2016–July 1st, 2016: Continuation with analyses, write ups of Chapters 4 & 5  
 July 1st, 2016–August 31st, 2016: Continuation of write-ups, proofreading, and Final 
Dissertation Defense 
Ethical Considerations 
 
The researcher is CITI, trained and certified to conduct human subjects research. 
Following the approval of the Institutional Review Board (IRB), ID# 1601004203, participants 
were identified and individual interviews were scheduled. Participants were protected by (a) 
conducting the interviews in a private office setting (b) assigning pseudonyms and destroying 
all files when they were no longer needed, and (c) allowing participants to terminate the 
interview at any time if they chose to do so. 
Personal face-to-face contacts were completed to explain the study to the participants 
regarding the extent of their participation. The researcher explained to each participant that they 
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could withdraw from the interview at any time. If during the interview the participant became 
upset, the interview would be immediately terminated. All interviews would be completed in one 
session and would be recorded. The participants in this study were offered follow-up information 
regarding the study‘s results in the form of a brief report upon request.  
 Informed consent is an integral part of the research process. Informing research subjects 
of the purpose of the research and the process of investigation is just as important as obtaining 
the signatures on the consent form (Partners Human Research Committee, 2012). The program 
director and SPICE participants were given a letter explaining the study and an invitation to 
obtain participants for the study. The selected individuals were provided with the researcher‘s 
contact information and advised to contact the researcher within the allotted timeframe. Informed 
consent was secured from all participants prior to completing the interviews (See Appendix F).  
Only those participants who returned the signed consent form were participants of this study. 
The identifier consists of replacing the individual‘s real name with a pseudonym. The signed 
informed consent form, demographic information of specific participants, all data collected 
relating to the study, and the study participants‘ identity remained confidential.  
Transcripts from the interviews were stored in Dropbox and the researcher transcribed the 
interviews verbatim. Field note matrices were combined with transcripts using different colors to 
represent significant statements. All recorded interviews were secured in a safe location in a 
locked file cabinet only accessible to the researcher. Study participants‘ confidential information, 
researcher notes, transcripts, and recordings will remain secure in a locked file cabinet only 
accessible to the researcher for three years prior to destruction. Participants of the study will not 
receive notification of disposal of these documentations or recordings, which will occur three 
years after the conclusion of the research. 
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Summary 
The use of this phenomenological study design was selected to investigate the formerly 
incarcerated participant‘s perspective of correctional education programming. An assessment of 
the SPICE program was identified by formerly incarcerated participants of the SPICE program 
through purposeful sampling. Interviews took place after IRB approval and obtaining signed 
consent forms. Content-rich responses relating to the lived experiences of the study participants 
were obtained through the interview questions. Field notes and coding software were used to 
analyze the data. Confidentiality was provided through the appropriate storage of data in a safe 
and secure location only accessible to the researcher.  
The description of the themes that emerged and patterns discovered during the data 
analysis process are outlined in Chapter 4. 
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Chapter 4 
Findings, Results, and Interpretations 
Introduction 
 Formerly incarcerated individuals face a variety of challenges in the transition and 
reentry process. Previous legislation passed, such as the Second Chance Recovery Act was put in 
place to serve as a foundation for rehabilitation programs to assist individuals coming back into 
their communities. As previously discussed, these programs provide opportunities to gain skills 
that assist formerly incarcerated individuals in returning to their communities. In addition, 
certain allied agencies were developed to provide temporary services to further assist and bridge 
the gap of the reentry process to assist these individuals once they return to their communities.  
 These programs offer specialized classes administered alongside other allied agencies to 
provide inmates access to programs before their release. However, despite a plethora of studies, a 
few distinctive conclusions about the connection between completion of reentry programs and 
successful reentry have been reached. This phenomenological study was designed to examine the 
perspectives of formerly incarcerated African American males involved in reentry programs, 
their lived experiences, and how those experiences contributed to their reentry and transition 
process. Through the examination of this study, the research sought to achieve an understanding 
of the phenomenon of barriers to reentry as perceived by formerly incarcerated African 
American men and their inclusion of what successful reentry is.   
  This chapter discusses the findings and results of this phenomenological research study. 
The purpose of this study is to understand the experiences of formerly incarcerated African 
American men‘s participation in reentry programs, in particular the SPICE program and their 
transition back into their communities. In order to achieve this purpose, a total of nine semi-
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structured interviews were conducted with African American men in a Southeastern city in the 
month of April 2016. The interviews ranged between 30 minutes and 60 minutes. Interviews 
were conducted only once, and no follow-up interviews were required. The findings and results 
are presented below. The findings represent the rich description discovered through the 
culmination of semi-structured interviews and field notes. 
 The interviews were conducted on site in a private office at the local community library 
in the Southwestern city. All participants completed the interview. None of the participants 
required a break during the interviews and answered all questions. None of the participants 
expressed that they were uncomfortable in answering any of the questions asked by the 
interviewer; these individuals were extremely open to answering the questions, and did not 
withhold personal details about their life‘s experience with the SPICE program, their 
incarceration, or reentry. Finally, many of the participants exhibited positive outlooks and 
emotional expressions of deep passion from their experiences as a result of the interview 
discussion.  
Participant Demographics 
All participants had previously been incarcerated and participated in the reentry program. 
Many of the nine individuals had been released for over 3 years, as this number of years defines 
the timeframe in which individuals are likely to return to jail and/or prison. All nine participants 
participated in reentry programs and successfully completed the programs. Many of the 
participants were raised in single-parent homes with the exception of one individual. Another 
participant was raised primarily by his father, and another participant had both of his parents 
living in the home.  
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The participants ranged in age from 20 years to 34 years of age. Of the nine participants, 
only one had obtained a four-year degree. The other eight participants had obtained their high 
school diplomas and/or GEDs during night school or graduating from high school. All of the 
participants with the exception of one were incarcerated for the sale of narcotics. The other 
individual was incarcerated while committing a crime under the influence of alcohol. At the time 
of incarceration, one of the participants was employed while in prison, another participant did 
have employment when he was incarcerated, and the other participants were not employed. 
 After release, 7 of the nine participants are self-employed, one has held the same job for 
the last 3 years, and the other individual is working on opening his own business while 
temporarily working for a company. Since completing the reentry program and transitioning 
back home, only one of the nine participants of the study reported being rearrested within the last 
3 years. Many participants were incarcerated less than 10 years for non-violent offenses. 
Table 5. 
Detailed Participant Demographics 
Identifier    Age    Academics   Offense   (#) of Yrs. Incarcerated   Employment     Family Status  
 BM1 31 GED Drugs 10 years Self-Employed Single (No Kids) 
 BM2 34 GED Drugs 10 years Self-Employed Married (Kids) 
 BM3 32 GED Drugs 5 years Self-Employed Married (Kids) 
 BM4 34 BA Drugs 4 years Employed Single (No Kids) 
 BM5 33 GED Unknown 3 years Employed Married (No Kids) 
 BM6 27 GED Drugs 5 years Employed Single (No Kids) 
 BM7 30 GED Drugs 6 years Employed Single (Kids) 
 BM8 32 HSD Drugs 5 years Employed Single (No Kids) 
 BM9 35 GED Drugs 10 years Employed Single (Kids) 
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 Findings 
The findings in this chapter discuss the perspectives through a phenomenological 
approach. Four distinctive themes emerged from the data collected, field notes, and 
transcriptions from the 9 semi-structured interviews. The four emerging themes in this study are: 
(a) Developmental Experiences, (b) Experiences with the Criminal Justice System, (c) 
Perceptions of Reentry and Transition, and the (d) Importance of Self-Motivation and Resilience. 
Within each theme, there are sub-findings as detailed in Figure 2.0 and discussed in this chapter. 
Figure 5. Findings and sub-findings of the themes. 
 
Developmental Experiences 
Participants discussed several factors that shaped their early childhood experiences within 
the context of their homes, neighborhoods, and educational environments. These factors included 
their relationships with parents, schools, and peers.  
Home Life. All nine participants were born and raised in the Southeastern city. They 
discussed their home lives and the dynamics within the home. Some participants described their 
family structure and their backgrounds. In the participants‘ microsystems, seven of the nine 
experienced a childhood with mostly absent fathers or limited interactions with their fathers, and 
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neighborhoods that were not the best. BM7 acknowledges his father‘s absence and the presence 
of the female dominance in his home life:  
My mother was the head of our household along with my grandmother because my father 
wasn‘t there to help raise us. His disappearance really didn‘t phase me much because he 
wasn‘t there from the beginning, so I couldn‘t really miss what I had never had. (BM7) 
 
Participants discussed how Black male presence was an integral part of their development 
and influence throughout their childhood, teen, and adult lives. They felt that this contributed to 
some of their decisions, based on environmental factors and how the lack of a positive male 
figure was non-existent during their most important years of development.  
My parents were never married and my father was absent my whole life. He was busy out 
in the streets doing what he wanted to do, and that is just the way it was. My mother was 
the only person that was there for me, and she did the best that she could raising us. So 
the role models I had were in the streets because they showed me how to survive in my 
neighborhood, and a lot of poverty is here. I feel like if my father was there, I could‘ve 
had a better support system as far as a male role model, but I had the streets. (BM6) 
 
 It was noted that throughout the interviews, frequent accounts of the absence of the father 
were perceived as a common factor, and the dynamics of the family relationships were strained 
because of this absence. Participants felt that their personal connections to their fathers could 
have possibly prevented some of their decisions and that the outcomes possibly could have been 
different.  
My father wasn‘t around much, and he just wasn‘t present in or at our household. My 
mother was there, but she had her own things going on and worked long hours, so it was 
just us. When your father isn‘t around, it‘s hard to deal with. I think that maybe his being 
there would‘ve given me a different outlook on life. (BM4)   
 
In some instances, the lack of the father figure was due to other factors that did not 
involve a voluntary absence; however, one participant described his awareness of the reason that 
his father was absent from his life.  
Having a father didn‘t exist to me because he died when I was real young. He died being 
in the streets, and was caught up in drugs and stuff like that. I mean I had uncles and 
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stuff, but there is nothing like having ―your‖ dad around. I wanted my father to be there, 
but I ended up following in his footsteps because I was in the streets like he was, and that 
is the way he went out. But I am thankful that I got my mom, and she was the rock in my 
life. She tried to steer me in the right direction. (BM8) 
 
In contrast, the study found that some individuals lived with their father or had some 
form of communication with their father. These relationships were described in various ways by 
the participants. BM1 acknowledges his father‘s presence and discusses the benefits of having 
his father present in the household.  
My father is a good dude. He had all boys, and we didn‘t live in the best neighborhood, 
but he tried his best to be the example for us. I didn‘t always listen to him…you know, 
doing what teenagers and young adults do when they think they know everything. So that 
caused some friction between us every now and again. My father wasn‘t perfect…I mean 
he had his issues, but he was there, so I can‘t complain about that. (BM1) 
 
In another instance, BM9 was raised with both parents in the household and recognized the 
benefits of having both of his parents. This was a critical part of his process growing up, and 
many of his peers grew up in single parent households.  
I know that some people are not fortunate to have two parents, but I was. You would 
think that I would have made some different decisions, but I think because of my 
neighborhood and being with my friends I found a different acceptance by my friends. 
Now I know that wasn‘t a good thing, but you live and you learn. My parents wanted 
better for me, and they worked hard to make sure I didn‘t go without, but we still didn‘t 
have enough to move to a better area. (BM9) 
 
Those individuals that experienced a lack of paternal guidance felt the best alternative was to go 
and find support elsewhere.  
Neighborhood. All nine participants described their experiences growing up in 
neighborhoods that were not the best. They discussed what they saw and how those influences 
developed some of their perceptions of their living conditions. Some participants described their 
experiences growing up in impoverished areas as difficult and challenging because of the daily 
situations and occurrences.  
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Poverty is a powerful factor in meeting basic needs because it is about life and 
death…you gotta eat. People have to survive, and poverty is one of those things that 
people feel trapped in. It isn‘t enough to just work at McDonald‘s or someplace like that 
because you will still be poor. (BM9)  
 
Below, BM1 acknowledges that poverty is a significant factor in the decisions that those 
without the necessities make because of the lack of comforts and access to better infrastructure, 
housing, and healthier foods. The experiences of not having money or access to the basic needs 
to survive are enough to force individuals to make life decisions that are not the best.  
Where I grew up it was real country, and there was not much to do. Many of the people 
were poor and lived in poverty. Then I started to see these guys driving in nice cars, 
showing off the money, and having nice houses. I wanted to live like that because I was 
tired of not having anything. I was tired of living the way I was living, but working hard 
every day for pennies. Nobody wants to live in poverty and be poor. I saw how my entire 
family was living, and I didn‘t want that same life for myself…I wanted better, and I 
wanted to take care of my family, too. You can‘t do that if you continue to live in the 
same neighborhoods with the same people doing the same things. It just doesn‘t work. 
(BM1) 
 
BM2, an ex-drug dealer, talked about how his neighborhood experiences and 
relationships with peers influenced his decisions to start selling drugs, and how that experience 
yielded a bond to identify with other individuals living in the same impoverished conditions and 
trying to get money to make it out. A shared experience for wanting to move out of their 
impoverished situations was the connection that brought BM1 and BM2‘s experiences together.  
I didn‘t grow up in the best of conditions. I was young, and when you‘re young, your 
peers have so much influence on you. In my neighborhood there was a lot of crime and 
drug activity, especially at night. That is when we used to hang out the most, at night. 
(BM2) 
 
By recognizing the benefits of getting out of the bad neighborhoods, BM3 points out the critical 
element of being in an environment that doesn‘t provide or offer other alternatives for Black 
males, when they grow up in areas of high crime, drugs, and negative influences.  
I can‘t lie…I wasn‘t raised in the best neighborhood, but it is what it is. You can‘t choose 
where you live at when you have no money, no resources, no nothing! You make do, and 
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in our neighborhood poverty was all that I knew because that is all that I was around 
growing up. (BM3) 
 
Educational Experiences. While neighborhoods were amongst the strongest influences 
in the development of African American males, many discussed that the educational system 
didn‘t afford any further support other than sports.  
The study found that most of the participants regarded the differential treatment from 
educational structures, because of the systemic harassment and lack of support from their 
teachers, staff, and other members in their schools. However, some participants described their 
experiences in a positive nature. Study participants discussed how their interactions with the 
educational system influenced their engagement with learning.  
One out of nine participants reported having obtained a 4-year degree. The remaining 
eight shared that they had obtained their high school diploma or GED through other means, such 
as incarceration or night school. They discussed their educational experiences, and while many 
did not do well in school, they spoke about their relationships with school staff and the overall 
educational system. The participants reported that their educational experiences were mostly 
negative. One participant described his experience with one of his teachers. BM4 recalled that 
one of his teachers lowered his grade because he made a perfect score, and his teacher disputed 
his ability to make a perfect score. 
The teacher suggested that I didn‘t really get a 100 on my test, so he gave me a 98% 
instead without explanation. This was a humiliating experience because I knew I was 
smart. (BM4)  
 
Participants felt a disconnection between their personal expectations of what academic 
success was and how they were perceived by others within the school system. Participants 
acknowledged how these situations made them feel and how those feelings directly related to 
their decisions regarding their educational path.  
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BM5 viewed his educational experience as positive until he went to high school and 
when he was incarcerated. He recalled his high school experience and described it as a key factor 
in his academic success. 
I was always good academically because I have a desire to learn and gain knowledge. 
When I was in school I liked it and didn‘t have a lot of problems until I got to high 
school. I was in a predominantly white school at this time, and because I questioned one 
of the teachers during a historical discussion, he got mad and sent me to the principal‘s 
office. After that incident, I felt that I was always a target and started to hate school, and 
my grades suffered. (BM5) 
 
BM6, a 27-year-old male, also noted how academic influences were essential to him and 
detailed his accounts of his educational experiences, which triggered his decision to drop out of 
school.  
Education was important because my mother wanted better for us. Some of my decisions 
were made because I needed to have money at the time for basic things. Since my mother 
had three children, I had to provide for myself because she was taking care of my little 
brother and sister, too. I was the oldest and felt that I had to do what I had to do. I always 
knew education was important but didn‘t understand how important. In school, I felt 
harassed by my teachers and school staff because of the way I dressed. I got tired of the 
police officers that would come to our school and accuse me of having stuff that I didn‘t 
have, like weapons and drugs. I dropped out and started selling…started living out what 
people said I would be without realizing it. When there is no support in school, and 
people are always looking at you as if you did wrong, then it makes you not want to go 
back to a place where you know people don‘t care about you or want you to succeed. 
(BM6) 
 
For BM7, school was a struggle, and he perceived his educational experience negatively 
because of the relationships with his teachers. He describes the relationship as strained because 
of the interactions with his teachers and their reactions to his needs as a student in the learning 
environment.  
I hated school. I didn‘t like to read, and I struggled to understand math. It wasn‘t that I 
couldn‘t learn, it was just the fact that no one cared enough or took the time to really 
teach me. I was frustrated and didn‘t care because I knew for a fact that my teachers just 
wanted to get that paycheck. I thought the streets were the better route, but that wasn‘t 
good either. I did get my GED while incarcerated, and that was an important 
accomplishment to me. (BM7) 
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BM8 expressed a different experience of his interactions with the school system and 
perceived that his initial struggles stemmed from the lack of support at home and from 
individuals within the school system. He admitted that sports was a motivation for going to 
school, but that he didn‘t really understand the importance of education until he ended up in jail.  
Initially, I wasn‘t really interested in school and didn‘t really want to learn about the 
same things…like slavery and the civil rights movement. I felt that there was more to 
being Black than just those two things. So I really wasn‘t interested in what teachers had 
to say because it all meant nothing to me. I get bored easily and would rather be playing 
sports. I was on the football team, and was one of the best running backs. My coaches 
were tough on me, and that gave me some sort of discipline at the time. When I was 
incarcerated, I started reading heavily and started to understand what was really 
happening. I think that eventually I entered the reentry program because I saw some of 
the benefits of it, but I know that long-term change is a priority. The reentry program is a 
good idea, but I think our thoughts are really not emphasized enough. (BM9) 
 
Another participant felt strongly that education through reentry programs is important while 
individuals are incarcerated, because it gives them the opportunity to get knowledge and learn to 
do things differently, so when they get out they are better prepared.  
Education was taken out of the justice system so there is no preparing…no one wants us 
to be educated. If we are not educated, then when we do get out we end up in the same 
situations because there is no direction or understanding a better way of doing things. 
Even though there are reentry programs, we have to have more support, and bringing 
back real education is one of those things. (BM2) 
 
While some participants experienced only negative associations with their educational 
experiences, one participant felt that his educational experience was positive in school and in 
prison education.  
I liked the school I went to. I will never forget how one of my teachers stressed to me the 
importance of education and what this machine called life is all about. He taught me that 
no one can ever take education away from me, because it is something that can‘t be 
stripped from you. Knowledge is power and the key to many things. He really influenced 
my decision to complete school, and I did. I graduated from high school and got a 
diploma. When I was incarcerated, I wanted to continue to learn, and when I got the 
opportunity to be a part of the reentry program, I did it. (BM8) 
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Connections between these elements were evident in the participants‘ views of their 
mesosystem, which is the interaction of three microsystems (home, school, and neighborhoods). 
In theory, the systems of home, life, and school are the essential environments that participants 
described as most influential in their upbringing. They engaged in more criminal behaviors and 
found it difficult to cope with the stressors of living in impoverished environments. They also 
viewed school life as uncomfortable or felt that they were being pushed out of the classroom 
through various avenues such as grade changes.  
Experiences with the Criminal Justice System 
When reflecting upon the various factors associated with the criminal justice system, the 
participants described their experiences with law enforcement and the courts as crucial factors. 
While participants perceived these relationships with law enforcement and the courts as negative, 
they also described the treatment and nature of their offenses when searching for employment, 
housing, and other resources. Participants recounted their experiences with racism, employment 
discrimination, and the implications of the ―war on drugs‖ as creating a struggle between their 
conscious decisions to survive or continue to live in poverty.  
Racism. All nine participants felt that racism played an important part in their 
experiences as Black men living in this society. They discussed their engagement with law 
enforcement that goes far beyond interactions with police officers. Multiple participants viewed 
this system as one that is racist, unfair, and biased.  
Feelings of disparity and anger among the participants was evident in the discussion of 
how their treatment was while incarcerated and how some elements of the criminal justice 
system produced unprofessional circumstances from individuals that are responsible to maintain 
AFRICAN AMERICAN MEN SPEAK: UNHEARD PERSPECTIVES 76 
 
a safe environment. When racism is taken into account, many formerly incarcerated individuals 
discussed the threats potentially withholding their release.  
I was getting ready to be released within a few days, and one of the white C.O.s knew 
when my release date was. He started messing with me even though I didn‘t do anything 
to him and hadn‘t done anything wrong. I was ready to go home, but see when people 
have power and control; they take it into their head and feel that they can mess with you 
just because. You try to do the right thing and you try to do better, but in jail you have no 
say. (BM1) 
 
Through this research, some similarities existed among the experiences Black males 
viewed as racist and biased with regard to how the system of criminal justice works. BM2 felt 
compelled to discuss the ways sentences are given to individuals of different ethnic backgrounds. 
In some cases, the charges were no different and sometimes the crimes were worse, but the 
punishments were different for Black men than individuals of other races.  
The courts are a whole ‗nother matter. I have seen white men charged with the same 
crime get less time than Black men. There is no investment in people. The system is 
designed for the oppression of Blacks. They view us as: making babies, being on welfare, 
and committing crimes, when it has been documented that more whites are on welfare 
than us, so why is there always a negative association with being Black? (BM2) 
 
Because of his experiences with police and the frequent contact he has had with them, 
BM3 was targeted on different occasions, and this made him become more aware of his 
surroundings. His experience, however, made him realize how he is perceived by society‘s 
standards and the possible consequences for just being a Black male. He understands the 
importance of knowing how to handle situations when he encounters law enforcement officials.   
Man…these police out here are a trip. I just want to be respected as a man. They have no 
respect for my life or me even as just a man. People think that because you drive a certain 
car or you look a certain way that you are automatically a drug dealer. I wasn‘t 
incarcerated for drugs and never sold a day in my life. The way they talk to you is like the 
way you would talk to a dog. Even if you show respect, the way they speak to you is not 
right. I had so much contact with them; I don‘t even get mad anymore…what‘s the point? 
Now I know how to handle myself. (BM5) 
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BM9 describes his experience with law enforcement and his perceptions of his 
engagement with officers that stemmed from an incident when he was driving through his 
cousin‘s neighborhood and was stopped by the police. BM9 referred to his cousin‘s 
neighborhood as being a really nice, middle-class area.  
I was preparing to go home, and I noticed that a cop was following me for several miles 
before he finally decided to stop me. When the officer approached the vehicle, I asked 
why I was being stopped because I didn‘t break any traffic violations, there was nothing 
wrong with my vehicle, and I had my seatbelt on. He was real mad with my questions 
and told me that he had the authority to lock me up. Eventually, I was able to go after 
about 10 minutes of nonsense. I could remember feeling really angry, because no one 
should have the right to stop you just because you‘re a Black male. People don‘t think 
that it‘s real, and that‘s because it doesn‘t happen to them. When something is not real to 
someone that is because it‘s not ―their‖ reality. (BM9) 
 
Overwhelmingly, participants exhibited the same thoughts and perceptions of the 
criminal justice system. In many instances participants felt that their rights had been violated and 
that they are perceived largely as a threat. Participants reported having negative experiences with 
the criminal justice system. They felt discriminated against in more than just the macrosystem of 
the justice system and also reported negative experiences with employment discrimination that 
would threaten their successful reentry. 
Employment Discrimination. Participants described their experiences with 
discrimination prior to incarceration and post-release. In the previous sub-finding, racism was a 
factor that contributed to the views of the participants in this study. Participants felt that in 
addition to racism, discrimination was a factor that influenced their perceptions of the lasting 
effects of the association with the criminal justice system and having a previous conviction. 
There are various types of discrimination but, in this study, employment discrimination will 
describe the type of discrimination participants felt when trying to obtain employment.  
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In situations where individuals tried to obtain employment, a sense of judgment, 
resistance, and backlash was felt before, during, and after the application process. Participants 
expressed their experiences and concerns about unfair treatment in regards to finding 
employment and also finding a sustainable career where they could make more than minimum 
wages. BM4 described the harsh realities of finding suitable employment: 
Everywhere I would go to find work, I was asked about my criminal background. I was 
charged with selling drugs and I paid my dues. I just wanted to survive and provide for 
my family. It was very difficult trying to find employment, because no one wants to give 
you a second chance. I was passed over for jobs just because of my background 
alone…forget the work experience I had before I was locked up. I felt that I couldn‘t get 
a career. I was stuck working these dead-end jobs or working through temp agencies, and 
sometimes that was hard because of my background. (BM4) 
 
Similar sentiments were expressed by BM6, a former drug dealer, when he discussed the 
difficulties and challenges of getting employment because of past criminal history, which further 
complicated reentry without the necessary resources.  
Society doesn‘t give you a second chance. You are always reminded that you have a 
criminal background and that you are eliminated from being able to work. I hate the fact 
that I have to work these short term jobs, making little to no money. I have tried to get 
training, but couldn‘t because of my criminal history. It is hard to find a job because no 
one is willing to give you a second chance. How can people expect you to do better when 
you get out, but won‘t give you the chance to? (BM6) 
 
By understanding the nature of how businesses see criminal histories, BM7 finds some 
difficulties in obtaining employment and states that to alleviate some of the financial strain; a job 
must be secured to meet the basic needs while rebuilding his life.  
It‘s tough out here. These businesses don‘t want anyone that made a mistake and have a 
criminal history. I can‘t change that, I can only move forward. I paid my debt and now I 
want to work just like everybody else. You do your time and then when you get out they 
expect you to do all these things without having the resources to do them, and a job is one 
resource you need to survive…you have to have money even just for the basics. (BM7) 
 
For one participant, he felt while reentry was necessary, his experience finding 
employment was one of the grave challenges to sustaining his release. As a result, he was unable 
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to get sufficient training in his field due to his background. He wanted to obtain a license in 
construction and was unable to further his career because of the rules and regulations that bar 
individuals with convictions from obtaining their licenses in specific fields.   
I just get so frustrated because it has been hard getting work. I have experience in 
construction and want to get my license, but I can‘t because of my criminal background. I 
have gone down to several companies and have been honest about my situation…Yes! I 
have made a mistake when I was younger…allow me the chance to prove myself. All I 
hear is…‖We will give you a call back,‖ and you never hear anything back from these 
people. They don‘t want you. Period!…end of story. (BM9) 
 
With regard to frustration and discomfort with trying to find employment, many 
participants expressed their concern for maintaining their live outside of prison walls. In many 
cases participants were unable to secure employment and were more interested in obtaining a 
sustainable career. While some participants encountered negative experiences with job 
opportunities after release, other participants found other alternatives to employment such as 
entrepreneurship.  
I knew that it was going to be hard getting a job, but I just didn‘t want a job. I was 
working on my own business since before I was incarcerated and had several before that. 
I am always looking for opportunities to better myself to develop business relationships. 
That is how you survive out here because these little jobs can‘t do anything for you. Be 
your own boss, make your own rules, and live by your own demands. (BM1) 
 
  After several years of searching for employment and being turned down for jobs and/or 
careers because of criminal backgrounds, some participants developed their own businesses and 
built relationships with other individuals in their network of formerly incarcerated individuals. 
During these times, formerly incarcerated individuals formed positive relationships and were 
able to afford others with a supportive structure since they were familiar with the difficulties in 
finding suitable employment.  
Because of institutionalization, lack of stable jobs and people not giving you a second 
chance, reentry is difficult. I didn‘t just want any ole job…I wanted more. I figured that 
because of my background, it would make it hard for me to even get a job. Many of us 
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work with one another to uplift each other because people that haven‘t been in your shoes 
can‘t really understand you. Companies are really strict about who they hire, and having 
that criminal record is a definite…NO! I was right, so I went into business for myself, 
and I am very successful and doing the right thing. (BM2) 
 
Some participants viewed finding employment difficult especially within major 
corporations. Some of their offenses resulted in automatic dismissal for being considered for 
positions. As a result, a certain participant felt it was best to leave the state altogether for a better 
opportunity and a fresh start. One participant perceived the state of South Carolina as one that 
did not work to his benefit and decided to uproot his life to find something better elsewhere and 
obtain that second chance. 
I didn‘t really like looking for jobs because I already knew what the outcome was going 
to be. A job is something that people need to live, because you have to have money, and a 
man that doesn‘t work doesn‘t eat. I didn‘t like being in South Carolina because of the 
lack of opportunities and a system that is not designed for Black people. I am moving up 
North in June and have started my own business up there. I am not begging anyone for a 
job and a second chance…I make my own way. (BM3) 
 
On the contrary, BM5 described his positive experience with employment and 
maintaining his relationship with his current employer. His positive relationship and work ethic 
allowed him to maintain his employment status even after he was incarcerated; he was able to 
return without reluctance from his employer.  
I feel really fortunate that my job took me back after I messed up. It is rare that you find 
that to happen. I know so many brothas that have it rough and constantly looking for a 
job. I know it‘s hard out here because you have to compete with people that don‘t have 
criminal backgrounds, have degrees, and people they know. I am real happy that I didn‘t 
have to go through that process. (BM5) 
 
Some of the participants struggled with obtaining employment as described in the 
previous sub-finding. Their convictions made the process challenging. 
The Drug Game. Several participants described their involvement in the drug game and 
the consequences of trying to survive making fast money. They described these instances as 
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learning experiences, influences for the decisions they‘ve made, and outcomes that changed their 
lives. Participants attested to their engagements with drug activities that were prevalent in their 
low-income communities where they resided. In addition, they spoke of the necessity to change 
their mindsets in the way that they made their money.  
Repeatedly, participants in this study referred to learning from this and explained their 
thinking patterns, environments, and adaption to this type of lifestyle. The participants in this 
study reported witnessing this activity while growing up and becoming a part of the drug 
industry. In fact, in most instances, the participants expressed the influence these activities had 
on their decisions as young black men growing up in lower income communities.  
One participant described his experience living across the street from a house where drug 
activity was regularly seen on a daily basis:  
Every night and sometimes during the day when I would come home from school, I used 
to see people go in and out of the house across the street. For a long time I thought that 
no one lived there because all the windows were boarded up. I would see all types of 
people going in and out. As I got older, I learned what was going on over there. (BM8) 
 
Additional participants that lived in low-income neighborhoods recounted their experiences 
selling drugs and how these activities initiated their incarceration and engagement with law 
enforcement agencies. For BM1, he felt that his experience was a result of his mindset in terms 
of changing his thoughts and developing a healthier lifestyle.  
I was incarcerated for selling drugs because I was trapped in this matrix. See a lot of 
people are still deaf…dumb… and blind. I had to change my thoughts and no longer live 
inside of the matrix. I am free from the thoughts I had about having nice things…wanting 
that big house. I still want those things but because I changed my thoughts, I see that the 
only way to do that is through a positive way. I have built my own business and now I see 
things differently. I don‘t have to have those things now, but eventually I will get those 
things because I am working hard for it and doing things the right way. (BM1) 
 
BM2 talked about how his personal experiences selling drugs created the center for 
becoming an initial target of other individuals in his neighborhood. It also served as the source of 
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his incarceration and being caught because of other outside influences that he perceived as the 
direct result of those individuals selling him out because of their own agendas. His comments 
indicate how he felt and the reasons for his incarceration:  
When you‘re young you make choices that are not the best. Someone ―snitched‖ on me 
because of jealousy and envy…because I was a hustler; I got bumped off, not by my own 
actions but by someone running their mouth about what I was doing. I lived in a heavily 
drug-infested neighborhood. Although I kept to myself, cops will use people in the 
neighborhoods to give up information. (BM2) 
 
BM4 found a connection between the sale and business of selling drugs because of the 
fast money-making. He discussed the prevalent violence and consistent threats that occur when 
involved in this type of activity. Here, BM4 acknowledges the constant pressures that happen in 
this type of environment where an individual has to constantly monitor his surroundings:  
Selling drugs was the thing to do. If you wanted to get out of poverty, a regular job was 
not gonna cut it. Drugs was a way out…or what many of us thought was a way out of the 
lives that we lived from day to day. I sold and I was good at it, but there is so much you 
have to watch out for…other people trying to rob you, cops, and you feel paranoid 
sometimes. I was arrested for selling and went to jail for a while behind that. (BM4) 
 
While other participants felt that fast money was the driving force to participate in selling 
drugs, BM6 felt that is was more about feeling acceptance from his peers. This influence 
provided a deep connection, and he felt that his worth was attached to these individuals. He 
attests that even though these were negative influences, he was willing to participate because he 
felt validated:  
When you grow up around certain things…you become it…and it becomes you. I didn‘t 
have a role model in the home because my dad was not there. I found acceptance in the 
streets because those individuals showed me how to survive…showed me love and…how 
to grind. People are going to continue to go where they are accepted, even if it‘s under 
negative circumstances. I was caught selling and that‘s why I ended up locked up. (BM6) 
 
Study participants discussed, in detail, the various reasons for engaging in some illegal 
behaviors such as selling drugs, as several of the participants were incarcerated for this reason. 
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The prevalence of drugs and surviving poverty were some of the factors that contributed to these 
behaviors. Additionally, all of the study participants did participate in the reentry program and 
discussed their perceptions of the reentry and transition process.  
Perceptions of Reentry and Transition 
 Participants described a variety of barriers with their reentry and transitional process. 
Participants described the program as a short-term solution for a long-term outcome as 
unrealistic, but did report that some of the programs‘ components are necessary for the transition 
and reentry process. They associated their challenges with the allied agencies after release and 
felt most were non-existent and inaccessible.  
BM2 recalled his personal experiences with allied agencies. He discussed how difficult it 
was to sustain the basic needs such as housing and employment. BM2 expressed perceptions and 
feelings that formerly incarcerated individuals lacking additional support suffer greatly from the 
stigmas of having been in prison and serving time.  
Reentry is difficult because you can‘t meet your basic needs. It is hard to get a job 
because of your criminal background; if you don‘t have family or any other support 
system, then you are homeless and have nowhere to live. So basically…you have no 
food and no place to lay your head. People often view you differently, and this makes the 
process that much more discouraging. Support is needed outside of the prison as well as 
in because you miss what is going on in the world depending on your sentence. When a 
lot of brothas get out, they feel funny because so much has changed…people, places, and 
things are not the way they were before we got locked up. (BM2) 
 
BM2 also described his perception of reentry and his own personal views of the 
challenges formerly incarcerated Black males face when they return from prison. Because of his 
own reentry experiences, he described how other formerly incarcerated individuals feel when 
they try to reach out to other agencies, and the threats that prevent them from successful 
reintegration because of issues surrounding the transition process.  
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I feel that reentry means coming back to where you started. You enter into the same B.S. 
and the same oppression. The process of entering into a reentry program itself isn‘t 
difficult, but short-term programs don‘t adequately prepare you, and once you get out it‘s 
even harder to find agencies that can help you be successful. When I ask agencies for 
help they always say to me…there is no money. In the long-term, programs have to 
provide additional support outside of the system. They always have money for everything 
else; isn‘t the money from the lottery designed for the purpose of education? There has to 
be accountability on everyone‘s part. (BM2) 
 
As an individual that has been incarcerated, BM1 felt that reentry programs were too 
short to address long-term change. He expressed the reasons for providing long-term programs as 
opposed to short-term. His views reflected upon his own personal experiences and accounted for 
a variety of other individuals that experienced the same situations:  
The admissions process of reentry programs is not difficult at all, but short-term reentry 
programs are not real to me. 30-day…90-day…programs are not enough. So while I see 
the purpose of the program, I think that systemically there need to be some changes and 
additional services like certification and training programs that individuals can really use. 
I think the challenge is getting others to buy in to the success of the underclass. That has 
always been a challenge because people profit off of our failures. (BM1)  
 
 Although some participants felt that the program was routine, all participants agreed that 
reentry programs could provide a variety of services while incarcerated. Several participants 
valued bringing back education in the prison systems. While other participants believe that short-
term is not a long-term solution, other participants saw some use for the short-term aspect of the 
reentry program, and felt that reentry programs are appropriate when they address the need of 
that individual, and that individual has the resources that he or she perceives are valuable to 
support their success.  
Several participants found some aspect of the reentry program‘s components to be of 
benefit to them prior to and after their release. Similarly, participants are cited as successfully 
completing and using some skills learned on the outside after the completion of their sentences. 
BM4 and BM5 generally used particular components of the program they felt would contribute 
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to their successful reentry outside of prison. In these cases, they acquired these skills through the 
program and applied them when necessary to address their needs.  
BM4 describes one aspect of this reentry program and how he utilized the skills he 
learned and developed while a participant of this program. He was able to get this training 
regarding computer literacy and actively use it to apply for jobs which assisted in his reentry 
process:  
The classes are there if you want to participate. I know for me, the computer literacy class 
helped because I didn‘t really know how to use a computer. Computers are used for 
everything now, so you have to know at least the basics to apply for jobs and stuff like 
that. I was incarcerated for a while and when I got out…I was just…I don‘t 
know…um…shocked at the new things I had missed during my incarceration. It is two 
different worlds. (BM4) 
 
Because he was able to use this class in financial management, BM5 explained the 
process of starting the program and using it to his benefit. Taking advantage of this program was 
one of the keys to finding classroom instruction relevant to addressing perceived challenges of 
fiscal responsibility.   
One of the things that helped me when I got out was the issue I had with managing 
money. I feel that the budgeting class prepared me to manage my finances once I got 
released. I needed to understand how to save money. The classes gave me the tools and 
resources I needed to be successful and to help rebuild my financial status. When you 
don‘t have access to things, you can‘t learn what you should know. Your environments 
play an important role in your upbringing. (BM5) 
 
 BM6 felt that his preparation was specifically a result of taking advantage of every 
opportunity he was afforded. He expressed that the program provides a foundation, but the 
individual is responsible for inquiring and participating in what is offered. He expressed his 
perceptions of his own experiences engaging with reentry programs, building partnerships, and 
the significance of those partnerships:   
The foundations are there if you want it, but it is up to me to take the classes. Some 
people will take those classes so that they can be prepared, but I guess it is up to that 
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individual. The entry process isn‘t hard if you want to participate in the reentry program. 
You take away what you need from it. If you want to be successful, sometimes you have 
to reach out to other resources. Some don‘t understand that things will not be handed to 
you, but sometimes individuals that have been to prison need that extra support and don‘t 
get it. Partnerships are important, and that is how we support each other, and that is how 
others can support our return home. For me this means more involvement with other 
agencies before we are released, giving us connections to programs that are genuine and 
really want to support us. (BM6) 
 
General perceptions of the reentry program process itself weren‘t challenging; however, 
some individuals felt that the program needed long-term support for more sustainable success, 
like a bridge between successful completion of the reentry program and additional supports 
during the transition phase. Formerly incarcerated African American males participating in this 
study reiterated their frustration with the lack of supports outside of prison walls and how they 
were expected to successfully reintegrate without certain resources.   
Lack of Support. Study participants described several challenges with allied agencies 
and obstacles they overcame to be successful after they returned to their communities. 
Challenges they described included financial difficulties, housing, navigating additional training 
programs, and lack of employment opportunities. BM9 defined his situation as difficult because 
of several factors that threatened his successful reentry: 
When I came back home, I was living in the same poverty, saw the same people, and had 
trouble getting a job because of my background. I wanted to live in a different area, but 
because I was an ex-con I was not able to get housing in a better area, and couldn‘t 
because I couldn‘t get a job. I couldn‘t even get Section 8 housing to just be to myself 
and try to figure out the rest of my life…my next movements…etc. I went to this agency 
that is supposed to help people with housing, but they said…‖You have a record and you 
will not be eligible for housing because of that.‖ All I thought was…well how else am I 
supposed to better my life if I get no help or support? (BM9) 
 
Various participants experienced some of the same challenges and discussed having to 
navigate through the reentry and transition process on their own after their release. Those 
partnerships that were supposed to provide additional supports yielded unsuccessful results. 
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However, some individuals were able to rely on familial structures and church supports for that 
additional sustenance to maintain life outside of prison walls. 
As a result, BM3 rarely, if at all, tried to gain assistance from allied agencies because he 
felt there was really no help due to issues such as not being qualified for the additional programs, 
having a criminal background, and the misinformation he was getting from different sources:  
I just stopped trying to go to other sources because I was always told that I didn‘t meet a 
requirement or I can‘t do this or that because of my past conviction. People want to talk 
about all this forgiveness…do your time for the crime…but in actuality when you get 
out…it feels like it is worse because you want to have support, and sometimes you need 
that but things just don‘t happen that way. I try to ask for the help just to give me the 
chance to get myself on an even playing field, but I got more assistance from my wife‘s 
church and from my family. Without them, I would not see the change that I wanted. I 
already knew what I had to do as a man, but sometimes you need that extra support. So I 
think if I didn‘t have my family or the reentry program, man…I would probably be back 
in jail, because these other agencies are hard to get help from. (BM3) 
 
Participants described their experiences trying to utilize the outside services and felt that 
going to these programs was ineffective. BM7 and BM8 remembered some of the difficulties 
surrounding their reentry and transition process, which they perceived as the most important 
factor in obtaining employment. When they would go to obtain additional resources through 
allied agencies such as access to an ID and/or social security card, they were unable to be 
provided with this service. Participants explained that these items are needed to secure 
employment even for temporary jobs. BM7, BM8, and BM9 remembered their experiences of 
the reentry and transition process. 
I needed help getting an ID because everything I had got lost and you need an ID to 
work. I was trying to find out where I could get one, but one agency said another agency 
could help…well when I went to that agency, they said…‖No we don‘t help with IDs.‖ 
And, I‘m like, well I need an ID. I wanted to just give up and be like whatever; it‘s not 
worth it. (BM7) 
 
AFRICAN AMERICAN MEN SPEAK: UNHEARD PERSPECTIVES 88 
 
Those partnering relationships were perceived as non-existent, and participants reported 
feelings of frustration and, in some cases, they decreased their ability to change their 
perspectives of the organizations designed to assist individuals with reentry.  
I wanted to work through the temp agencies, but that is hard to do because if you do get 
work it‘s not enough, or they don‘t give you as many hours, and they won‘t let you work 
without an ID or social security card. You have to pay for those things, and no one wants 
to help you, and if you don‘t have the money…how else are you supposed to get one? It 
is a struggle, and it‘s hard to go from jail to the outside because no one wants to give you 
that extra help. I don‘t know if they just don‘t know how or don‘t care? (BM8) 
 
With regard to allied agencies, BM9 felt compelled to express his frustration and 
disconnect in finding support through these agencies due to the lack of funds and the perception 
that these agencies were uninterested in helping formerly incarcerated individuals:  
These agencies are about money, and they don‘t care about people. I tried for like a year 
when I got out to find a job and continue with some type of training program. I did want 
to learn how to drive a forklift, but everywhere I went they said…‖You have to be 
referred by an agency,‖…and I didn‘t qualify for those agencies. I‘m not going to lie…I 
was upset. I was thankful that I was able to go back to my mom‘s house, but after a while 
you want your own. I worked for a temp agency, but they only let you go so far. Reentry 
is difficult. (BM9) 
 
As a result of the lack of support, study participants felt that some parts of the program 
were too short to address the long-term systemic change that could improve the real challenges 
ex-offenders face when they are back in their communities. Some participants felt that additional 
services could be beneficial, but were not available in the capacity that they needed. With regard 
to this lack of support, participants felt that short-term programs had their advantages as well as 
their flaws. 
Short-Term vs. Long-Term Programs. Several participants expressed their views on 
short-term programs while they were incarcerated. They described that short-terms programs do 
not adequately prepare individuals for long-term reentry; however, shorter term programs could 
provide those immediate services such as financial planning as described in the previous sub-
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findings. Through this study, participants expressed their concerns over the gaps between 
completion of reentry programs and the continuation of support that could provide continuing 
services through other allied agencies. The lack of participant feedback for improvement of these 
programs was not acknowledged as some of the participants felt their opinions were omitted 
and/or wouldn‘t be considered.  
In addition, participants felt that in order to really reach the masses of formerly 
incarcerated men returning with criminal backgrounds, reentry programs need to listen to the 
insights of individuals that actually went through the process. Whether gaining feedback through 
interviews or group discussions, participants felt feedback from those individuals could benefit 
reentry programs with recommendations for the long-term needs that would help individuals 
stabilize and become self-sufficient. Many of the participants felt that their feedback wasn‘t 
warranted or obtained because of various reasons. Some participants felt that their feedback 
would have given them the opportunity to express how to address their needs long-term as 
opposed to offering short-term solutions.  
BM1 felt that the system sometimes ignores or doesn‘t ask for feedback from the 
population it serves for fear of hearing the truth about what incarcerated individuals think and 
feel:  
They didn‘t ask for my feedback because they don‘t care, especially if they don‘t 
understand my walk of life, so I prepared myself. People can‘t understand if they have 
never walked in your shoes. If people can‘t relate to you, they will never understand 
where you‘re coming from. At the end of the day it all comes back to money. Short-term 
programs don‘t prepare you for a lifetime of change. I am not saying that reentry 
programs themselves can‘t help, but what I am saying is that there needs to be more to 
this program, such as certification programs, so that men like myself can have careers, 
not just jobs. If you want long-term change, you have to invest for the long-term. (BM1) 
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A few participants described their feedback process and their perceptions about giving 
any feedback about reentry programs. Having spent a shorter time incarcerated, BM4 described 
the process of his experience with requests for feedback. 
I wasn‘t really asked for feedback because personal interest didn‘t seem to be a factor. 
You just go through the routines and that is just the way it is. I look at it as, I get all that I 
can get while I can, and apply the skills once I get out, if necessary. I wish they would‘ve 
asked for my feedback, and sometimes I think they do, but because my time was 
somewhat shorter, I don‘t think I had that option. So it may have just been the timing of 
everything; I am not sure. (BM4) 
 
The study found that participants were vaguely asked their perspectives of the program. 
While participants felt that the program was vital to their reentry process, some participants 
discussed that they weren‘t asked for feedback, and if they had, would their opinions be taken 
into consideration? Some attested that they left the program with what they needed, and if they 
didn‘t need a resource, they just didn‘t take advantage because it wasn‘t applicable to their 
situation.  
If I did give feedback, I don‘t know if it would be done. I didn‘t provide feedback 
because I wasn‘t asked to. Sometimes they ask individuals for their opinions 
independently, I think, but not collectively. I think that it could have had some impact if I 
was asked my opinion about the program. It did provide some of the things that I needed 
and taught me a better way of doing things. (BM6) 
 
 Being incarcerated for several years gave BM8 the feeling that feedback wasn‘t 
warranted because the system doesn‘t seem to care. The assumption is that no one cares to ask 
the individuals participating in the program their values and beliefs. It is a standardized process, 
but it can have additional specifications to meet the needs of each individual if asked for initial 
feedback for what does and doesn‘t work.  
My feedback was probably null and void because no one wants to know the truth. I just 
hope that one day our thoughts can be valued, but I don‘t think it matters if I gave 
feedback or not because I just really don‘t think anyone cares. (BM8)   
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However, study participant BM2 recalled that he was given a chance to provide feedback 
for the reentry program, but they should also be able to provide feedback on allied agencies as 
well, but because of monetary interests and other things, he felt they were not going to invest in 
the people participating in the programs: 
I feel that outside agencies didn‘t prepare me for the long-term…it‘s all about money, 
and while you‘re incarcerated…it‘s about owing a debt…so there is no obligation. Short-
term programs do not adequately prepare us in the long-term, but can provide some 
opportunities for us. Outside agencies I had the most issues with, because they do not 
give us that extra support after, so it is hard when they don‘t have the money, or if you go 
to them, they always say there is no money and make other excuses. (BM2)  
 
For some participants, the engagement with allied agencies seemed like a waste of time, 
and there seemed to be a lack of continuity of care. BM3 recounted how he viewed his 
experiences with the reentry program and perceptions of allied agencies:  
Some of the classes didn‘t really apply to me because I already knew what I had to do, 
and I was focused. The classes are there; you just have to take them if you know what 
you want and need. I think more is needed if you want to have success long after you 
have returned, because the world is so different once you get out, depending on how 
much time you‘ve been in. Short-term solutions don‘t always work, especially when you 
think about the ―long-term.‖ And when I say short-term, I mean that they only address 
certain things before we get out. To be sustainable and maintainable after the release is 
the most difficult part of this process. The program tells you one thing, but that agency 
will tell you something completely different, and they need to be on the same page and 
give us the right information. The reentry program was the foundation for me, but 
working with other agencies is where I had the most trouble. I find that it is better to have 
family and other support, because those agencies are not really helping individuals with 
criminal backgrounds. (BM3) 
 
Above all, the participants were cited as all participating in the reentry program and 
participating in some aspect of the program. Overwhelmingly, participants felt that these 
programs could help and could provide additional assistance; however, they felt that some 
partnering with other allied agencies was not sufficient enough for the long-term changes. 
Participants felt that short-term programs were sufficient only when they addressed specific 
needs of the individual. For example, one participant found the computer course that was offered 
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as helpful, because it assisted in his transition and served as a resource needed to learn how to 
search and apply for jobs after his release.  
Through multiple responses from this study, in addition to reentry programs aiding in the 
reentry process, participants felt that their own motivations and resilience contributed to their 
transition.  
Importance of Self-Motivation and Resilience 
 Several participants reflected upon their own motivations and resilience to overcome 
obstacles of the reentry and transition process. A majority of study participants recalled pursuing 
other professional avenues. Participants described their experiences that led to their current 
living, employment, and successful reentry outcomes. While describing their paths to successful 
reentry, participants highlighted some positive factors that contributed to the positive outcomes.  
Self-motivation and resilience in changing the mindset were expressed by several 
participants. The participants of this study felt that while incarcerated, they were able to see 
things from a different perspective. Some participants felt that through the reentry program, they 
were able to gain some useful tools to apply once outside of prison walls. Throughout this study, 
they described motivations such as education and family that influenced their decisions to 
change their thoughts and behaviors. The remainder of this section encompasses three sub-
findings: importance of education, family, and individual responsibility.  
Importance of Education. All nine participants expressed their ideas about education 
and how it played a role in their learning experiences. Participants described their thoughts while 
they were incarcerated and the contributing factors to participating in reentry programs, and how 
they developed their own self-motivation and resilience to overcome barriers that they knew they 
would encounter after they returned to society.  
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Describing his definition of reentry, BM1 expressed his sentiments on what he perceived 
to be his reality and what it felt like to come back home:   
I have the possibility of another chance to live out my dreams…to live reality. I read a lot 
and saw things differently…education is power. My entire thought process has changed, 
and I no longer live in the matrix. I was sucked into this lifestyle that I no longer wanted 
to live. I saw things differently, so I did what I had to do and became a better individual. 
Education is important, and it costs less to educate than incarcerate. (BM1)  
 
BM2 expressed a similar sentiment when describing his motivation for gaining education 
and changing his life for the better. His statement expresses his feelings of how education 
provides ongoing development of oneself and helps to build a person‘s mental state. 
My focus was strong, and I didn‘t want to be a dope boy all of my life…so I chose a 
different path because of the knowledge I gained through education. I read constantly; 
while I was incarcerated I read a lot. Reading is fundamental. It expands your knowledge 
and you see things differently. (BM2) 
 
BM8 recalled the moment he realized that education was important and how his motives 
and focus changed in preparing himself for his return home. He discussed his perceptions of 
education as being a source for successful reentry and development of learning to do things 
differently.  
I knew that there would be obstacles in my way because of selling drugs. I didn‘t want to 
go that way again, so I took it upon myself to obtain my education. It is important 
because without it you will continue to walk in the dark. When you‘re a youngster…you 
don‘t really think about how important education really is. Some kids think it is not cool 
to be smart, and that had to change. I contribute education to my focus and success as a 
formerly incarcerated individual. Education is very…very…very important. As you learn, 
you open your mind to new possibilities, and you continue to grow. (BM8) 
 
While many individuals participated in illegal behaviors that led to their incarceration, 
many participants developed their growth as a result of obtaining knowledge for themselves. In 
the case of BM4, he was always connected to education and, despite the other influences in his 
life; he continuously relied on his love for education as his resource:  
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My need to learn and gain new knowledge contributed to my participation and my self-
motivation to be better than I was before I was incarcerated. I have a four-year degree; I 
didn‘t have to go to jail, but I remember where I once started and don‘t have the need to 
go back. Anyone that wants or desires knowledge will find a way to seek it and to do 
things differently. (BM4) 
 
Value in education was frequently mentioned and regarded as one of the crucial factors to 
an individual‘s reentry process. Participants viewed education as a valuable resource, as some 
thought it was necessary to change their thoughts and behaviors. While some participants felt 
that education was a highly important factor to their reentry and transition, family was among the 
most influential support systems that influenced participants‘ decisions to return home 
successfully.  
Importance of Family. Other participants described family as a contributing factor for 
their motivation and resilience for successful reentry and transition. Many participants expressed 
choosing other alternatives because family influenced their decisions. Connections between 
successful reentry and family ties were evident as participants felt a sense of purpose, and they 
engaged frequently with their families before, during, and after their incarceration experience. In 
situations where individuals were incarcerated, they reported feeling that their relationships with 
their families motivated their participation in reentry programs to obtain successful outcomes. 
BM3 acknowledges that the support from his family generated a sense of responsibility 
and motivation to return home with the appropriate skills. His comments indicate the importance 
of doing the right thing for his family and undertaking his personal responsibility to them:  
My kids were my motivation to do the right thing once I got out. My wife and kids 
contributed to my participation and preparation for reentry. I am a grown man, so I 
already knew the things I needed to do to get myself together. I wanted better for my 
life…for my family. (BM3) 
 
During his incarceration, BM5 discussed feelings of enthusiasm and the support he 
received from his family. These factors contributed to his participation in the reentry program 
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while maintaining his focus to develop a plan for successful reentry. BM5 reported how he 
wanted to get back to his wife, rebuild their relationship, and enjoy his freedom:  
My freedom and my wife were the factors that motivated me to participate in reentry 
programs. I feel great that I was able to reconnect with my family…with my job. I have a 
great support system, and many don‘t have that….ya know? At the end of the day…you 
can‘t burn your bridges, because you may need those same people. That is one thing I 
have never done…is burn bridges. Family is important…family is everything. (BM5) 
 
BM7 discussed the support from his wife, mother, and children before, during, and after 
his release that influenced his decision to change directions. 
I was at a place in my life where I didn‘t always make the best decisions. I didn‘t really 
know how to express myself. My family was always there for me. My wife would make 
sure that I was taken care of at home, while I was incarcerated, and continues to support 
me…she was…is…my rock. Without her I wouldn‘t have made it this far. The same goes 
for my mother, who has always been there for me. She worked long hours just to support 
me, because she didn‘t have any support. I want different for my kids. I want them to 
have the things that I didn‘t. I don‘t want them to ever be locked up. So I have to be that 
example for them. Being incarcerated…you have time to think…to reevaluate your life 
circumstances. I just know that without these people in my life, I would still be in jail or 
dead. People have to understand when you make those life choices, there are 
consequences. (BM7)   
 
The study found that common factors for and motivation of successful reentry were 
family ties and the chance to be free. Many individuals felt that they owed their best to the 
people that supported them the most, like familial structures. Some expressed that without those 
supports; their lives would have possibly been different, citing a need to be self-motivated and 
educated. In addition to these elements, responsibility for ones‘ actions was discussed.  
Importance of Individual Responsibility. When recounting their experiences with 
incarceration, all nine participants did describe some level of individual responsibility for their 
actions and realized what they needed to do to change their situations. All participants viewed 
their own individual responsibility in a positive way and understood some of the problems they 
would encounter after their release. Many participants associated their individual responsibility 
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with changing themselves as a contributing factor to their successful reentry. Repeatedly, 
participants in this study referred to learning from their past mistakes and assuming 
responsibility for their own actions to include participating in reentry programs to obtain the 
skills necessary for successful reentry.  
As an experienced business owner, BM1 described his motivation and responsibility to 
change his life while incarcerated. He discussed his perceptions of societal issues and how 
individual responsibility holds a person accountable for their actions, but they are also in charge 
of their own change:  
You can‘t depend on a system that profits from your failures…so you have to prepare for 
things…unexpected things. I prepared myself…I was my own motivation and 
contributing factor to my success. I took responsibility for my previous actions and 
involvement selling drugs. This is not what I wanted for my future. I just saw it as an 
opportunity to get out of poverty quickly. That is the deception…the only thing quick 
about that is quick death or quick incarceration. I didn‘t rely on any other agencies or 
factors because I had previous businesses. I knew how to make moves…but my moves 
were different because I no longer felt the need to work smarter for the things that I 
wanted. Society views me—a black man—in a very negative light. I had to change my 
own life because I do not want to be anyone else‘s stereotype or depiction of what a black 
man is or isn‘t. (BM1) 
 
Another participant, BM2, felt that the reentry program could be useful; however, the 
system is not designed in a way to maintain the long-term systemic change that formerly 
incarcerated individuals need to have for long-term support, and that the individual has a 
responsibility to change his behaviors:  
My focus was my positive thoughts…my mind…changing how I think. But that can only 
happen when you gain knowledge…when you truly understand how these systems work. 
When I say systems, I mean everything that is basically around you. Reentry programs 
have the ability to help those that want to participate and get some form of education, but 
real education is much deeper than just on the surface. I am about long-term, and I hope 
that other black men can benefit from getting assistance with building their own 
businesses, because, quite frankly, these employers are harsh with their hiring policies. 
(BM2) 
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Study participants recalled experiences with several different factors that contributed to 
their individual responsibility, primarily throughout the different ecological systems they 
interacted with. Several participants described their individual responsibility as the driving force 
culminating a variety of the previous sub-findings.  
BM7 depicted how his previous experience growing up without a father contributed to 
his upbringing and contributed to his criminal behavior. He eventually came to realize that he 
was responsible for his success as a man, and how young Black males can struggle with 
responsibility because of their surroundings:  
See…I barely saw my father because he would show up every now and then…so I had to 
learn on my own how to be a man. I did depend on my uncle somewhat, and some of the 
guys in my neighborhood I looked up to, but they were doing things that weren‘t right. 
My surroundings were powerful because those things influenced some of the decisions I 
made…like selling drugs…being in the streets constantly…stuff like that. Now that I am 
out of jail, I had to make that change. I had to decide to straighten up or go back to the 
same things. It‘s about responsibility…you have to be responsible. (BM7)  
 
Throughout the study, focus was placed on the association of environmental influences 
that impacted the development and growth of Black male participants. Participants reported 
feeling their experiences with their immediate surroundings were primarily the result of their 
involvement with illegal behaviors. Again participants felt that selling drugs was a solution in 
ending poverty and giving them a chance to live a better life.  
BM1 used an early reflection as a way to express his introduction to selling narcotics and 
how his perceptions changed overtime. With regard to his previous motivations for selling, he 
discussed his understanding as he got older:  
What influenced me to sell in the first place was my environment…what people have. 
When I was younger, I liked having the nice cars…the girls…the money…the power. 
Now that I am older and I gained some knowledge and started reading while I was 
incarcerated, I learned some things about my true identity…about this system called the 
world…about my people. I came to realize that those material things are not important…I 
have all of that stuff. Now my focus is on being an example of a self-made man without 
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selling…without being in the streets…without doing all that stuff I used to do when I was 
young and when I was stuck in that matrix. (BM1) 
 
Because he lived in a heavily populated drug area, BM2 referred back to the original 
reasons he participated in drugs:  
Drug activity was very high and prevalent in our area. At first your thought is about 
getting this money…you don‘t want to be out there…but you have to get money, and this 
was the quickest way to get it. When you are young and empty-headed, you are 
influenced by what you see…fast money…cars…etc. (BM2) 
 
Feelings of disparity led BM3 to feel as though he would not make it out of poverty, and 
he chose a route he felt best met his needs for addressing his issues. For him, the lack of 
resources created a feeling of uncertainty about the consequences of living in impoverished 
conditions:  
Growing up in poverty is hard. Poverty is a very simple reason for selling 
drugs…robbing…stealing, etc. I am not saying that it is right. But...basic needs are 
important and have to be met to live. If you don‘t have those things, you will get them in 
some form or fashion. When you don‘t understand that there are other ways of doing 
things and you have no role models or people that are willing to help you, you do it the 
best way that ―you‖ know how to do it. It is as simple as that. I had to change the way 
that I was living. Being incarcerated was a life lesson for me. I had to do something 
different or I wasn‘t going to make it. (BM3) 
 
Many participants described their regular interactions with community and their 
awareness of the factors that significantly impacted their responses to the culture as affecting 
their perceptions of the macrosystems. Study participants rated their perceptions of these 
interactions with family, peers, and neighborhoods as some of the strongest developmental 
influences that impacted them as Black men. Their experiences within the criminal justice 
system caused some conflicts due to choosing survival and what society ―deems‖ as appropriate 
in a society that views and treats individuals differently even when they act appropriately.  
The findings offered in this chapter revealed four central themes that emerged from the 
data analysis of field notes, transcriptions, and interviews. The four distinctive themes are 
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relevant to participants‘ perceptions of their social experiences through their development 
encountering childhood, adulthood, incarceration, and finally their reentry experiences. Within 
the findings, study participants divulged through rich descriptions their journey to successful 
transition and reentry.  
Results and Interpretations 
This chapter discussed the findings presented through the voices of formerly incarcerated 
African American men that had participated in the reentry Self-Paced In Class Education 
(SPICE) program. Through the examination of how formerly incarcerated African American 
males perceived their experiences in reentry programs and their reentry process, the findings and 
sub-findings were discussed. From these findings, results and interpretations will be discussed. 
This section of the chapter reviews the results and interpretations of the findings and sub-
findings. From this study, the four study results were identified and discussed from several 
themes that emerged as a result of this research. The results were as follows: (a) Influence of the 
Microsystem in the Development of African American Males, (b) Preventive Factors as a Result 
of Involvement with the Criminal Justice System, (c) Impact of Program Experience and 
Transitional Services, and (d) Individual Responsibility and Black Male Image.  
Result One: Influence of the Microsystem in the Development of African American Males 
The study participants described multiple factors that contributed to their decisions to 
engage in criminal activity and described these influences throughout this study. Additional 
systems such as schools provided no personal support and therefore, some participants were 
unable to find the appropriate direction except for the neighborhoods that they lived in. Within 
this microsystem, some participants discussed their neighborhoods in which they grew up, and 
they discussed the day-to-day activities that influenced their development. Significantly, many 
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participants grew up in single-parent homes in low-income neighborhoods with high crime and 
school environments that discouraged their positive development as Black males.  
They identified their family, school, and neighborhood situations as key factors in their 
development. Participants noted these environments as the central point of learning and 
influencing their decisions. This system is known as the microsystem in the Ecological Model of 
human development. Bronfenbrenner (1977) refers to the microsystem as the social systems 
closest to children‘s daily lives (e.g., school, home). It is in this system that the participants 
referred back to their early developments as children, reflecting on their teen years, and into their 
adult lives.  
The majority, 8 of 9 participants, described obtaining monetary gains through selling 
drugs and felt this was an immediate influence. While their mothers exhibited strong attributes 
and served as support systems, study participants acknowledged their fathers‘ lack of 
contributions as a primary influential dynamic to navigate their development as men. Eight of 9 
participants reported that they were incarcerated for the sale of drugs. They expressed their lack 
of role models and ideal living conditions as playing an integral part in their development as 
children. According to Moynihan‘s (2013) report, there were some factors that may be 
responsible for the limited, halting progress of black families, including how the criminal justice 
system disproportionately impedes the economic and social opportunities of Black men. 
 Edwards (1996) identified similar findings in his research. His work was based on two 
principles, the first being the relationship between absent Black fathers and their sons, and the 
problems their sons face as a result of their absence. In his analysis of findings, the absence of 
the Black father in the home is associated with underlying causes facing Black males such as 
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poverty, crime, and drugs. Several study participants‘ fathers had not been present in their lives, 
so they turned to others in their neighborhood for guidance, support, and acceptance.  
Through multiple responses from the interviews, the researcher uncovered that a Black 
male presence was an integral part of the development and influence throughout the participant‘s 
childhood, teen, and adult lives. It provided an understanding of what types of influences 
participants felt contributed to their decisions based on environmental factors, and how positive 
male figures were non-existent during their most important years of development.  
 Additionally, one participant had his father present in the home and reported having a 
positive relationship with him. He reported that the relationship was not a bad one, but because 
of where he lived, there were many influences that contributed to his behavior with regard to the 
interactions with his peers. A majority of participants recalled their experiences being raised in 
single-parent households where their mothers and grandmothers were the dominate figures. Over 
the years as the Black family structure declines, more children live in single-parent homes. 
Trends in family structure may be felt disproportionately among Blacks as Black children are far 
more likely to be born into and raised in father-absent families than are white children 
(Moynihan, 2013). Participants reported that the absence of their fathers also contributed greatly 
to their living conditions and their development as men. Likewise, they described the lack of 
these relationships as turning points on their path to becoming men, building relationships with 
their families, and becoming or being fathers.  
Many participants expressed their experiences growing up in poor conditions. These 
conditions were considerable given the fact that all nine of the participants recalled specific 
events such as living near drugs houses, which reinforced their ideals about their living 
situations. This study found that many participants were incarcerated because of the sale of 
AFRICAN AMERICAN MEN SPEAK: UNHEARD PERSPECTIVES 102 
 
narcotics. While some participants were not incarcerated for this reason, many discussed the 
nature and influence of their introduction to the business of selling. During a time when drugs 
were heavily distributed, participants acknowledged the changes they saw in their 
neighborhoods. There were factors that contributed to the participants‘ engagement(s) with the 
criminal justice system. The ―war on drugs‖ is a prime example of how many of these 
participants described their experiences with drugs.  
These factors formed their development as Black males without necessary resources, 
causing a gap in access to living in better conditions. Bethell (2013) highlighted those factors 
that make accessing better opportunities in low-income areas and access to certain resources 
difficult for the participants, providing a conceptual framework of shaping the Black male 
experiences with the mesosystem. This second layer of the Ecological Systems Theory speaks to 
the relationships among an individual's microsystems (e.g., family, school, and peers). The 
framework concentrates on the gaps within the wider society as it relates to the challenges Black 
males face living in conditions such as poverty. 
For example, a Black male that experiences abandonment or rejection at home may have 
difficulty adjusting in school, whereas a Black male might be academically more successful 
because of support from his father at home (Bethell, 2013). Participants described their 
interactions with these systems as the way in which they learned and processed how to become 
men. Through home life, school, and community experiences they depicted the factors that led to 
their incarceration. Black males in this study described their experiences with the absence of 
their fathers, neighborhood effects, and the educational systems as having influenced their 
decisions that affected their childhood and adulthood. Participants also described how these 
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influences attributed to their engagement with the criminal justice system at the macro level of 
the Ecological Model of human development.  
Seven of the nine participants felt that the absence of their fathers contributed to some of 
their decisions regarding dropping out of school, engaging in criminal behaviors, and develop as 
Black males. Some participants discussed that their fathers were also incarcerated, and this 
caused the absence in their lives. Incarceration as a cause of fatherlessness is also more prevalent 
in African-American and Hispanic families (Dickerson, 2014). Participants described how 
important relationships with their mother and father impacted their lives. Dickerson (2014) 
discusses how the absence of a father at home during high school has an impact on male 
adolescents. The degree of the impact is determined by the strength of attachment the teenager 
has with his mother and father and the relationships the son establishes with other influences 
(Dickerson, 2014). Participants recounted their experiences and perceptions about their father‘s 
absence and how it contributed to their actions. Some attested that the lack of father interaction 
caused them to engage in criminal behaviors. As a result, they encountered the criminal justice 
system through frequent contacts with law enforcement, jails, and the courts.  
Result Two: Deterrent Factors as a Result of Involvement with the Criminal Justice System 
All nine participants described their treatment as a result of their involvement in the 
criminal justice system. Many participants sought a life of crime as opposed to obtaining an 
education. In situations where school and home life were difficult, participants found support and 
love elsewhere, no matter if the influence was negatively associated. Some of these negative 
associations created the confrontational conflict with a larger system in the Ecological 
framework known as the macrosystem. This system embodies the entire framework of the 
ecology model and displays a broader range of environments like culture, lifestyle, and social 
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interactions. Within this system, many participants experienced interactions with the criminal 
justice system and how society views Black males in a negative sense. The study uncovered the 
dynamics of African American male engagement at different stages of the interaction with the 
courts, law enforcement, and correctional facilities.  
As indicated previously, all participants in the study were formerly incarcerated. Six of 
the 9 participants reported being discriminated against for employment opportunities after 
returning home. Several reported having difficulty with getting housing, finding a job, and 
continuing with their education, such as a certification program like construction. Additionally, 
due to discriminatory practices of companies, these individuals reported the hurdles they faced 
trying to obtain employment to support their successful reentry.  
 Throughout this study, participants discussed their experiences navigating through the 
employment process and how they perceived their journey to become employed after release. 
Eight of the 9 participants in this study viewed this process as stressful and difficult to navigate, 
and in some cases they were angered by the lack of opportunities after release because of their 
criminal backgrounds. A Muller-Smith (2014) study examined the impact of incarceration on 
labor-market trends. He found strong evidence that labor-market trends have lasting negative 
effects on labor-market outcomes once ex-offenders have been released. The study shows that 
the likelihood for these individuals to become employed decreases by 3.6 percent. 
Western, Kling, and Weiman (2001) identified effects of incarceration on labor-market 
experiences of offenders post-release. This research examined whether spending time behind 
bars damages the changes of employability for ex-offenders because the growth of the prison 
system will continue to impact minorities with little to no education. Secondly, incarceration has 
reached significant levels, and the labor market is difficult for men without a criminal 
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background. This makes it difficult for men with criminal backgrounds to obtain suitable 
employment due to the stigma of having a record, impacting economic hardships.  
 Eight of the 9 participants discussed how others perceived their incarceration. This made 
it difficult for participants to get employment even when they were forthcoming about their 
convictions and had previous positive work histories. Western et al. (2001) suggests that 
incarceration is stigmatizing, employers are less likely to respond to ex-convicts, and felony 
records can disqualify employment in licensed or professional occupations. In addition, a Collins 
(2009) report there is a ―stigma‖ associated with being incarcerated. Study participants reported 
how the community viewed them differently because of their association with the criminal 
justice system. It was hard to reestablish their image due to this negative association with being 
incarcerated. Like this study, Collins (2009), interviewed former inmates and obtained their 
perspectives on reentry into the community and found that formerly incarcerated individuals 
were a concerning factor for people in the community, reinforcing their views about ex-cons. 
The interviewees reported that even in their communities, there is a stigma associated with their 
incarceration, and they are automatically labeled as ―bad‖ (Collins, p. 17).  
Most participants indicated having to navigate returning to society on their own, and that 
the process of getting additional assistance from outside agencies was a challenge due to 
ineligibility, funding, and other factors that prevented their access to these services (i.e., 
transportation issues, not having an ID). Study participants described some of the challenges of 
getting extra support from allied agencies and community services that would support their 
transition from prison to home life. Study participants perceived these services negatively as they 
discussed their encounters. Participants experienced difficulties accessing services such as 
transportation, training, and other avenues to aide in their reentry. Similarly, a study by  Collins 
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(2009) found that many individuals returning home didn‘t have adequate transportation to get to 
the local, one-stop career centers to obtain training and additional services. The study focused on 
perceptions of formerly incarcerated men regarding community services and family support.  
Additionally, participants perceived that preventive factors influenced their post-release 
experiences. Although some of these experiences were negative, many of the participants viewed 
the actual experience of incarceration as positive because of issues they knew they would face 
coming out, and because the reentry program provided some form of training prior to their 
release. Some participants were able to plan for those factors and strategize a way to overcome 
those barriers prior to release.  
Result Three: Impact of Program Experience and Transitional Services 
 Most participants reported that entering into the reentry program wasn‘t difficult, and 
there were no obstacles. In describing factors that supported their decisions to participate, many 
recalled their experiences as having a choice and associated contributing factors to their reentry 
process. There were no threats to their participation in the program; however, many associated 
threats with other factors not related to the reentry program.  
Additionally, participants discussed which classes they felt would be of benefit to them in 
their transition process. Learning various skills and taking specific classes needed proved to be 
viable for some participants. However, other participants viewed the length of the program and 
other systematic factors as problems in assisting formerly incarcerated individuals to be 
successful and give them the tools needed for long-term sustainability. All of the participants 
attested to their experiences with the lack of additional support for their transition from prison 
life to home life. Many participants perceived allied agencies negatively, while some viewed 
them as lacking the appropriate resources to help them transition. In addition, many participants 
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were frustrated when sources provided incorrect information or when sources didn‘t consider 
them suitable candidates for assistance. Some participants described their return and discussed 
how they would return to the same environments without adequate resources; however, one 
participant explained that maintaining positive thought processes helped him survive his return to 
the same environment.  
Despite their environments, the participants in this study recalled their own experiences 
and the reasons for choosing the paths that they did. Several participants attested to their own 
individual responsibility as the source of making the wrong choices and changing the negative 
patterns of behavior. Smith (2013) examined the Social Disorganization Theory (1942) and 
Cultural Resilience Model (2007) to describe and explain the relevance of Black males coming 
from and returning to socially disorganized communities with the absence of social controls and 
community-based support. She found many of the participants attribute their criminality to their 
own actions, and they developed plans for their lives while incarcerated.  
The participants of this study revealed that some of their own actions landed them in jail 
and/or prison. The participants in this study exhibited the same thoughts as discussed in the 
aforementioned study. During their incarceration, they discussed how maintaining positive 
thoughts kept them focused on choosing something different. This speaks to the self-motivation 
and resilience that these men have and the drive to maintain a positive self-image.  
Result Four: Individual Responsibility and Black Male Image 
 In recounting their journeys after prison, the participants in this study described their 
individual drive and experiences with maintaining their successful reentry and transition. 
Multiple participants described points within their time of confinement to develop positive 
thinking, focus on change, and identify a strategy for life after prison. Participants described their 
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associations with other individuals that had similar experiences, but engaged in positive 
behaviors to sustain their long-term reentry. Relationships with their families and gaining 
knowledge through educating themselves were key factors in their successful reentry. Finally, 
participants described their individual responsibility to create their own financial stability 
through entrepreneurship.  
 Most participants described the time when they realized that education was there for them 
to take advantage of and solidify their need to change their perspectives of living in poverty, 
engaging in criminal activities, and surviving in a system of oppression. Participants described 
the hardships, but strived through their resilience to take responsibility and solve their problems 
with the knowledge and skills that they gained. All nine participants described their realization of 
the importance of staying out of the prison industrial complex, staying connected to their positive 
thoughts, and identifying positive ways to make their own change become reality. In addition, 
study participants described how they were viewed by the larger society.  
During this study, all nine participants exhibited some positive view of their image when 
they reached adulthood and learned about their own cultural significance as being Black men. 
Some attributed their incarceration as being positive because they might have otherwise not 
learned some importance of their knowledge of self. They attributed their own resilience to 
become better through reading and research, as many reported struggling with their own self-
image and the image influenced by their environments. Hewitt (2013) explored the challenges on 
the identity development of Black males. All nine participants referred back to their childhood 
experiences connecting their interactions with school, home, neighborhoods, and their 
engagement with the criminal justice and other macrosystems. Hewitt (2013) described a few 
theories to highlight the importance of understanding how Black males perceive the factors that 
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influence their identity. She used Spencer‘s (1995) Phenomological Variant of Ecosystem 
Theory (PVEST) and Bronfenbrenner‘s theory alongside a phenomological perspective to 
understand the importance of self-image and develop interventions of promoting resilience 
among young Black males.  
Throughout this study, participants recalled factors that influenced their identities and 
their development during their childhood and adulthood. Many participants expressed their 
concern for the Black male development and how society views them and other African 
Americans. Spencer‘s (1995) theory highlights the importance of understanding how individuals 
perceive the factors that influence their identity development. Participants did express their 
perceptions of building positive self-images through knowledge and understanding how powerful 
the mind is when you gain knowledge. Hewitt (2013) refers to utilizing the PVEST model to 
facilitate the development of intervention and prevention programs that promote resilience and 
healthy identity development for African American young men. This model provides a pre-test 
and post-test to target the deconstruction of stereotypical roles of Black males.  
In this study, the participants did express their need for strategies that stem far beyond the 
short-term and yield long-term accountability and results prior to incarcerative measures. Many 
participants described how they reached liberation through reading and researching a better way 
of doing things, which led to their success of completing the reentry program and successful 
reentry. Hewitt (2013) emphasizes the need for prevention and intervention programs that 
address liberation psychology and the promotion of critical consciousness of the Black male 
image.  
 Study participants perceived that their early experiences did influence some of the 
decisions that they ultimately made, but they also shaped their life‘s journey. Participants saw 
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their family supports as a contributing factor to their potential as men in the capacity as fathers, 
husbands, sons, and leaders in their communities. Participants‘ strong identity as Black men 
influenced their perceptions of their challenges with oppression, reentry, personal decisions, and 
the way society views them. Ultimately these nine participants used their experiences of 
incarceration to learn about their values and reassess their perceptions on life. All nine 
participants reported that their freedom was, indeed, priceless, and that their successful reentry 
was due to their mindset, changing their thoughts and actions. 
Summary 
 This chapter discussed the rich description of the findings of this study, represented in 
four themes that emerged from the research. Findings were presented through the voices of the 
individual research participants and included: (a) Developmental Experiences, (b) Experiences 
with the Criminal Justice System, (c) Perceptions of Reentry and Transition, and (d) the 
Importance of Self-Motivation and Resilience. In addition, four study results were identified and 
discussed in this chapter and were garnered from themes and patterns that emerged from the 
research. These results were: (a) Influence of the Microsystem in the Development of African 
American Males, (b) Preventive Factors as a Result of Involvement with the Criminal Justice 
System, (c) Impact of Program Experience and Transitional Services, and (d) Individual 
Responsibility and Black Male Image. The results presented within this chapter correlated to 
relevant literature. The findings, results, and interpretations discussed throughout this chapter 
provide the foundation for the recommendations offered in Chapter 5. 
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Chapter 5 
 
Conclusions and Recommendations  
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological research study was to describe the 
experiences of African American men participating in the Self-Paced In Class Education 
(SPICE) program and their perspectives on the primary factors that impacted their successful re-
entry. This was achieved through an analysis of literature in combination with fieldwork, which 
included comprehensive interviews with each participant and field-note matrices. Through these 
activities, the researcher sought to capture and understand the participants‘ perspectives through 
the lens of their own experiences.  
The researcher applied a phenomenological approach by Moustakas (1994) in addition to 
conducting the field research and applying related qualitative data-analysis procedures. This 
process enabled the participants to communicate their individual perspectives and experiences 
that led to their successful reentry with the study‘s findings through the rich descriptions they 
provided. Four themes emerged from the study findings and included: (a) Developmental 
Experiences, (b) Experiences with the Criminal Justice System, (c) Perceptions of Reentry and 
Transition, and (d) the Importance of Self-Motivation and Resilience. 
Results were then garnered from the research findings. The study‘s results indicated the 
influence of home, school, and peers is significant to the development of African American 
males, their experiences with the criminal justice system, perceptions of how reentry programs 
impact their transition, and the contributing factors to their motivation and self-resilience to 
achieve successful reentry.  
Conclusions from this study pull from the research questions and the findings detailed in 
Chapter 4 and are finally drawn from the experiences and perspectives of the participants. The 
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following is a discussion of the conclusions from this research, including answers to the research 
questions. The study‘s three research questions are encompassed in a discussion of societal 
factors that significantly influence transition and reentry for formerly incarcerated Black males. 
Through participants‘ perceptions of the influences of their microsystems of home, schools, and 
peer structures, are associated with stigmas of past criminal history, accessing their individual 
needs to address the challenges of returning back to society. Recommendations of the research 
follow the discussion. This chapter concludes with summary and final reflections from the 
researcher. 
Conclusions 
 The lived experiences of the African American men in the reentry program, called the 
Self-Paced In Class Education (SPICE) program, were the primary focus of this 
phenomenological study. The research questions targeted African American men and their 
perceptions of their experiences from their early years growing up into their adulthood, and their 
engagement with the prison industrial complex, including their participation in the reentry 
program and their achievement of successful reentry. Research Question 1 provided the main 
focus of this study, generating the majority of the findings.  
The findings and conclusions addressing Research Questions 2 and 3 emerged 
secondarily from the data gathered in the investigation of study participants‘ perspectives of their 
experiences leading to their successful reentry. Conclusions to these research questions 
encompass the meaning of the findings and results that emerged in search of finding the answers 
to the three research questions.  
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Research Question One: What barriers to societal reentry do formerly incarcerated 
African American males perceive when they exit prison?  
 When describing the lived experiences of this study‘s participants, formerly incarcerated 
African American men revealed that employment discrimination, low economic status, 
difficulties being a Black male, and their status as ―ex-offenders‖ served as the barriers to their 
reentry. In addition, these participants felt that outside influences played a role in their 
experiences prior to incarceration, such as their treatment in schools and neighborhood 
experiences. With regard to these experiences in different environments, participants expressed a 
struggle between negative influences and sustaining their living conditions that served as the 
conditional foundations leading to their arrests and incarceration. Once released, participants felt 
that societal barriers were inevitable and could hinder their success in the transition and reentry 
process.  
 Participants felt that their incarcerations made things difficult for them during their 
transition because of factors that included housing, education, and employment. A majority of 
participants found it difficult to get assistance with items such as their IDs, social security cards, 
etc., which were needed for employment. These were systemic barriers to employment in 
addition to having limited financing to support sustainable living conditions. Several participants 
noted that they were stigmatized during the application process because of the way they were 
treated by companies. Many of these individuals expressed concerns over how they faced 
difficulties trying to sustain their lives by obtaining a career and not just a job.  
 Some participants found their solution to the employment barrier through 
entrepreneurship. Individuals that were unable to get assistance from allied agencies were able to 
get things such as their IDs through other alternatives. The perception that barriers were present 
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was expressed by these individuals‘ experiences with outside agencies, their communities, and 
employers.   
Research Question Two: How do the participants in the Self-Paced In Class Education 
program describe utilizing the contents of the program outside of prison? 
 When describing the utilization of the contents of this program outside prison walls, the 
participants held different views. Some participants felt that the contents benefited their reentry 
because they were able to use some of the skills learned and apply them to the outside world. 
African American men described applying certain skills they learned in certain classes to 
understand new technology. Others valued the purpose of the programs but discussed the 
importance of individuals taking advantage of the programs that would benefit them. 
 Some participants differed in their opinions about the program‘s contents. Some felt that 
the programs were limited because of the length of the program and the components. Likewise, 
they agreed that an intervention is needed, but the supporting program wasn‘t enough to provide 
the long-term change they wished to see. More relevant programs were perceived to provide 
additional support to help them once they left prison. One example of this was the need for 
specialized training in a skill that is more career-driven, with a focus on facilitating relationships 
with local employers to provide second chances to offenders with non-violent criminal 
backgrounds, especially if the charge has been over 5 to 10 years ago.  
 Participants perceived that these resources and contents of the program could be useful; 
however, they expressed their concerns for more sustainable programs that address more than 
employment issues, but issues surrounding education, housing, and mental health. Their concern 
stems from the assumption that they are bad people or, because they are Black males, they 
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forever hold the negative stereotype of being dangerous or a threat. Many participants exhibited 
their willingness to change their thoughts and behaviors.  
Research Question Three: How do the participants in the Self-Paced In Class Education 
program describe their engagement with allied agencies that support their transition to life 
beyond prison walls?  
 African American men discussed their challenges with allied agencies because of several 
factors: lack of support, being unqualified for services, and lack of funds. While study 
participants were willing to take advantage of additional programs, they lacked the 
understanding of the requirements for these programs and which programs were suitable for their 
individual needs. They noted that the lack of support from allied agencies misled their directions 
in seeking additional assistance. Several participants noted that once they were released, it was 
difficult to utilize the additional community resources because in some of the areas where they 
lived, program options were limited or non-existent.  
 Participants reported reaching out to those resources and enduring significant challenges 
to obtain housing, additional employment-related training, and assistance with documentation. 
Some individuals went to various programs and organizations that they were not eligible for, 
based on the guidelines for obtaining additional assistance and maintenance. They described 
their lack of a support system in terms of gaining stability through the resources these programs 
had to offer.  
 Other participants reached out to some organizations that were unable to assist because of 
the lack of money available to provide additional supports to aid in the transition process. 
Throughout this study, participants expressed their experiences of obtaining additional assistance 
once they weren‘t back into their communities. Some access was unable to be sought because of 
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location and lack of resources, such as transportation, to obtain the necessary services needed to 
contribute to their transition beyond prison walls.  
Recommendations 
 Based on the findings, results, and conclusions of this study, the researcher offers 
recommendations for improving practices in ways that address issues of supporting reentry for 
individuals returning home from jail and/or prison. Given the changes in policy and the national 
attention of mass incarceration, in particular for Black males, the reentry of Black males is 
crucial. The recommendations provided are intended to assist future policy and practices 
supporting the successful transition of Black males returning home from prison, and to possibly 
address the physiological, structural, institutional, and psychological aspects of Black male 
development.  
 The recommendations are offered primarily based on reentry programs and the specific 
population, which were the focus of this study. Other correctional entities may benefit from 
implementing some or all of the following recommendations. However, it should be taken into 
account that other institutions may have already implemented said recommendations. Therefore, 
each recommendation should be considered or applied within the appropriateness of various 
contexts or populations that would best benefit from the recommendations.  
Recommendations for Action  
1. Obtain feedback from the incarcerated individuals about their perceptions of what their 
needs are. Learn about what they perceive as the strengths and weaknesses of the 
program(s). 
2. Meet with individuals preparing for release in a group and/or one-on-one basis to assess 
their transferable skills and discuss addressing employability issues. 
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3. Build relationships with potential employers in the area to assess their skills after their 
incarceration so that those limitations can be addressed (e.g., being on time for work, soft 
skills, etc.) 
4. Develop strong relationships with allied agencies in the various counties and review their 
requirements to ensure that individuals have the proper eligibility before reaching out to 
these programs for additional support. 
5. Create a long-term systematic system that develops relationships with agencies (e.g., the 
Social Security Administration) geared toward addressing the most prevalent needs 
facing offenders preparing for release, prior to release (e.g., housing, documentation 
needed to work, etc.).  
6. Involve other formerly incarcerated inmates to join in a discussion about barriers, allow 
them to work with other individuals before release, and continue to support them through 
one-on-one or group settings. Collaboration with these individuals could ultimately 
provide some additional supports. 
7. Develop plans for long-term systemic change through developing partnerships with 
companies that are ex-offender friendly, to hire individuals with previous convictions. 
8. Develop programs that are career-driven, and focus on hands-on skills versus just book 
knowledge. Many incarcerated individuals report they like hands-on learning. 
Recommendations for Future Research 
1. Focus future research on African American males lived experiences about reentry to 
include a larger sample, and include additional counties throughout regions of the 
southeast.  
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2. Use a longitudinal approach through case studies to assess and follow the individual in 
the long-term reentry and transition process.  
3. Study the in-depth experiences of African American males‘ lives from childhood to 
adulthood as a way to better understand how to address challenges that young Black 
males face, and focus on educational attainment and entrepreneurship. 
4. Consider research focused on Black family structures and the perceptions of the factors 
that have and continue to contribute to the development of positive relationships among 
Black men and women in this society.  
5. Consider research focused on the various learning styles of incarcerated individuals and 
their perceptions of what they need to learn new skills and become employed. 
6. Focus research on the psychological liberation of African American children through 
case studies to assess the impact of sociological factors that influence young Black men 
and women.  
Limitations 
 This phenomenological qualitative study explored the perceived experiences of African 
American men participating in the Self-Paced In Class Education reentry program. There were 
three limitations encountered during the study. The first limitation was that the primary 
researcher conducting the study was a former employee of the agency where the participants 
were selected. The researcher did not allow bias to impact data collection or data analysis. This 
was accomplished through the pilot study and member checking. 
The second limitation was that the research findings are specifically relevant to a unique 
demographic of that had completed the reentry program. The research findings are only relevant 
to formerly incarcerated African American male participants of the Self-Paced In Class 
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Education Program. Formerly incarcerated juveniles and women were not included in this study; 
therefore, the findings do not relate to those demographics.  
The third limitation was the research study only included interviews and field note 
matrices as data sources. The interviews limited data collected from the participants to oral 
statements because time did not allow the researcher to conduct observations of African 
American males applying contents of the program outside of prison walls. While the structured 
interviews provided the participants the opportunity to explain the perspectives of African 
American males in reentry programs through their own words and experiences, utilizing other 
forms of data collection could provide additional insight on the topic.  
Summary 
 This study offered an opportunity to review and analyze aspects of reentry and transition 
through the perspectives of formerly incarcerated individuals that had received little to no 
recognition. The essential question guiding this research was: ―What barriers to societal reentry 
do formerly incarcerated African American males perceive when they exit prison?‖ The results 
and findings characterized the perspectives of African American men through their own personal 
stories, each unique. The research provided data confirming societal barriers throughout the 
participants‘ experiences as the central phenomenon in a critical part of reentry.  
 Participants described home, school, neighborhood life, experiences with the criminal 
justice system, and their own personal decisions as instrumental in their path to reentry. In 
addition, they felt strongly that the capacity of reentry overlooks the significant needs that 
support the successful transition from jail and/or prison to the community. While participants 
noted relationships with other agencies could be beneficial, they described how their lack of 
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support was mitigated in their successful reentry by their own their self-motivation and 
resiliency.  
 The programs were perceived as giving little to no support for long-term change, but 
some components were utilized and applied after release. The greatest challenges perceived in 
the reentry and transition process were access to employment, housing, and additional skills to 
secure a job. All participants were formerly incarcerated individuals navigating their own reentry 
and transition, because of other circumstances as a result of their criminal backgrounds. The 
participants described their own resiliencies and reflected upon the importance of changing 
thoughts and behaviors.  
 Underlying their path to successful reentry and transition, the participants‘ perspectives 
of their own roles in their successful reentry is a strong identifier of what it means to be a Black 
man. Formerly incarcerated individuals in this study viewed themselves as men that have come 
from a place of despair and negativity, but realized their investment in their own lives is the best 
instrument for reentry. Participants discussed their own ways that they developed a plan, 
followed through with that plan, and have had long-term success since their incarceration.  
 Understanding the formerly incarcerated African American male experience is crucial to 
supporting the majority of this population in transitioning home in South Carolina and nationally. 
As the plight of African American men and African American people continues to be affected by 
the racialized stigmas, it is important to understand how to support and develop African 
American males through education and leadership, which is essential in their development as 
men. 
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APPENDIX A 
Letter to Program Director 
 
Name of Program Director 
Address 
 
 
Dear (Name), 
 
My name is Pia L. Scott and I am a doctoral student at Drexel University. I am conducting 
dissertation research on the perspective of the formerly incarcerated African American males 
participating in the Self-Paced In Class Education (SPICE) program. There are a plethora of 
studies that have been conducted detailing the longitudinal data of reentry programs without the 
focus of the individual participating in these programs. This research will provide insight to the 
ex-offender‘s experience in a reentry program and the return to society.  
 
I would appreciate your assistance in conducting this research. The individuals for this study will 
be over the age of 18, current participants of the SPICE program, and African American males. 
Once these individuals are identified, they will be contacted and asked to sign a consent letter 
with the details of the study.  
 
A telephone call is welcomed to discuss any questions that you may have about this study and 
your role in identifying research participants. I can be reached at pls64@drexel.edu or 717-342-
1639.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Pia L. Scott 
Doctoral Candidate 
Drexel University 
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APPENDIX B 
Letter to Participant 
 
 
Name of Participant 
Address 
 
 
Dear (Name), 
 
My name is Pia L. Scott and I am a doctoral candidate at Drexel University. I am conducting 
dissertation research on the perspective of formerly incarcerated African American male‘s 
participation in the Self-Paced In Class Education (SPICE) program. There is a lot of 
information on this topic based on the longitudinal study of programs such as SPICE; however, 
there is limited research based on the perspective of the formerly incarcerated individual‘s return 
into the community. My goal is to explore the ex-offenders‘ correctional education experience. 
 
I understand that your time is valuable to you and I appreciate your consideration to be a 
participant in this study. I am requesting an interview in person to gain insight of your 
experiences. The interview will be approximately one hour and take place in the private office of 
the Probation & Parole Office. Upon completion of this study, a second conversation will be 
conducted and you will be asked to solicit feedback to ensure accuracy of the interview. The 
interviews are designed to get to know you and learn about your experiences with this 
correctional program. All information obtained during the interview is confidential and only 
accessed by me, the researcher. 
 
If you are interested in participating in this study, please contact me at your earliest convenience 
to schedule a date and time to talk. You can email me at pls64@drexel.edu. I look forward to 
hearing from you. 
 
Pia L. Scott 
Doctoral Candidate 
Drexel University 
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APPENDIX C 
General Interview Protocol  
  
Please note: This protocol is a guide intended to remind the interviewer to collect specific data; 
however, because of the sensitive nature of the interview, the protocol likely will not be followed 
in sequence or the questions asked as written; the questions asked and the sequence will be based 
on and established by the interviewee. 
 
Interview Protocol Project: AFRICAN AMERICAN MEN SPEAK: PERSPECTIVES OF THE 
SELF-PACED IN CLASS EDUCATION (SPICE) PROGRAM & REENTRY 
Time of Interview:  
 
Date: 
  
Place: 
  
Interviewer:  
 
Interviewee: (assign pseudonym) 
 
Interviewee Position (physical location during interview): 
 
Open session by reminding the interviewee: 
 
Purpose of the study: to understand the perspectives of formerly incarcerated African American 
Males‘ Perspectives of the Correctional Education Program (SPICE) and reentry.  
 
Length of the interview: 60 minutes. 
 
Remind interviewee that all information is confidential and that no real names will be included in 
the study. 
 
(Turn on sound digital recording device) 
 
Start the Interview: 
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APPENDIX D 
Interview Questions  
 
1. What does reentry mean to you? 
2. Describe your admissions experience.  
3. What experiences led to your incarceration? 
4. What motived you to participate in the SPICE program? 
5. What factors contributed most to your participation? 
6. What factors most threatened your participation? 
7.  How do you feel the SPICE program is preparing you for transition into the community?  
8. What are your suggestions for improvement for this program? Did the program ask you 
for feedback? 
9. How do you feel about your return home? 
10. Are there any things you would like to add? 
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APPENDIX E 
Field Notes Protocol 
  
 
Date: ____________________________                 Time: _____________________ 
 
Location: ___________________________ 
 
 
Background: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Voice Tone: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Facial Expressions: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Body Language: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Follow-Up Questions:   
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APPENDIX F 
Consent Form 
  
AFRICAN AMERICAN MEN SPEAK: PERSPECTIVES OF THE SELF-PACED IN 
CLASS EDUCATION (SPICE) PROGRAM & REENTRY 
You are invited to participate in a research study of the offender perspective of correctional 
education: Self-Paced In Class Education (SPICE) program. You were selected because you 
meet the following criteria: current participant in the SPICE program and over the age of 18, and 
African American male. Please read this form and ask any questions you may have on this 
invitation to be in this study.  
 
This study in being conducted by Pia L. Scott, Doctoral Student at Drexel University. IRB 
approval #1601004203. Expiration date: April 2017. 
 
Background Information: 
 
The purpose of this study is to better understand your experience with the correctional education 
program: Self-Paced In Class Education (SPICE).  
 
Procedures: 
 
If you agree to be in this study, you will be asked to participate in two interviews in person, 
lasting approximately one hour in length. 
 
Voluntary Nature of the Study: 
 
Your participation in this study is strictly voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate 
will not affect your current or future relations with Drexel University, the State of South 
Carolina, or the Self-Paced In Class Education (SPICE) program. If you initially decide to 
participate, you are still free to withdraw at any time without affecting those relationships. 
Note: The interviews will be audio recorded. 
 
Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study: 
 
There are minimal risks associated with participating in this study. In the event you experience 
stress or anxiety during your participation in the study you may terminate your participation at 
any time. You may refuse to answer any questions you find intrusive or stressful. 
 
The potential benefit of participating in this study may come in the form of providing insight 
which may lead to improving correctional education programs to help individuals transition 
into society from prison.
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Compensation: 
 
There is no form of compensation for participation. 
 
Confidentiality: 
 
The records of this study will be kept private. Anything said to the researcher is private, unless 
the possibility of someone being hurt is divulged. In any report of this study that might be 
published, the researcher will not include any information that will make it possible to identify 
the participant. Research records will be kept in a locked file; only the researcher will have 
access to the records. Interviews will be audio-recorded for purposes of providing accurate 
descriptions of your experience. Audio files will be destroyed at the completion of the study, 
which will be within three years. 
 
Contacts and Questions: 
 
The researcher conducting this study is Pia L. Scott. The researcher‘s advisor is Dr. Ed Bureau. 
You may ask any questions you have at this time. If you have questions later, you may contact 
Pia L. Scott at pls64@drexel.edu or Dr. Ed Bureau at web28@drexel.edu.  
 
You will receive a copy of this form from the researcher. 
 
Statement of Consent: 
 
I have read the above information. I have asked questions and received answers. I consent to 
participate in the study. 
 
Printed Name of Participant 
 
 
Signature Date 
 
  
Signature of Investigator Date 
 
  ________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
